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1. INTRODUCTION: THE EU INTEGRATION PROCESS AND SPATIAL 
DEVELOPMENT IN THE WESTERN BALKANS

Despite the number of different programmes and strategies triggering the epi-
sodes of Europeanisation of spatial planning among EU Member States (Adams 
et al., 2011; Stead and Cotella, 2011; Cotella, 2020; ESPON, 2018), bodies at 
the supranational level, e.g., the European Commission (EC), have never been 
officially recognised as the competence holders to develop EU territorial policies. 
Consequently, Member States are not obliged to follow EU-defined principles and 
priorities of territorial development. Nevertheless, since the need for coordinated 
development was acknowledged as one of the highest priorities, many EU Mem-
ber States have adopted the crucial EU territorial policies despite their non-bind-
ing nature (ESPON, 2013, 2017).

The extent to which the adopted policies are effective in practice is related to 
the notable duality between the ‘conformance’ and ‘performance’ (Faludi, 2000; 
Waterhout, 2008; Janin Rivolin, 2008; Stead, 2012). Many EU Member States 
have adopted fundamental principles – sustainable development, territorial co-
hesion, strategic planning, good governance – in their national spatial plans and 
strategies. However, the effectiveness of EU territorial policies depends on the 
way how European input has been translated and adapted into national settings 
(Purkarthofer, 2019). As expected, the implementation of EU principles is far 
more demanding than their pure inclusion in national documents. 

Western Balkan (WB) countries1 seem to be more complicated in this regard 
(Belloni, 2016; Börzel and Grimm, 2018; Džankić, 2019). The WB is not officially 
obliged to fulfil any EU standards. However, as most WB countries are candidates 
for EU membership,2 a relevant approach would be to follow EU guidelines and 
prepare relevant pre-accession chapters timely. Though WB states are persistent in 
undertaking steps towards EU integration (Elbasani, 2013; Vučković and Djordje-
vić, 2019), the issues of territorial development and spatial planning are not well 
addressed in EU enlargement policies, as the first set of documents with which one 
should comply. As a result, each WB state interprets EU policies and programmes 
focused on the territorial dimension and adapts these to national developmental con-
ditions (Cotella, 2018; Cotella and Berisha, 2016; Trkulja et al., 2012).

With this in mind, we assume that spatial planning in WB is shaped by EU 
trends in territorial development. To explore the extent of domestic acknowledge-

1 For the purpose of this research, we consider the following countries as part of the Western 
Balkans: Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, North Macedonia, Serbia, and Kosovo* 
(*UN Security Council Resolution 1244 from 1999). This region is also known as the Western 
Balkans 6 (WB6), as adopted in several European Union policies. 
2 EU candidate countries are: Albania, Montenegro, North Macedonia, and Serbia, while potential 
candidates are: Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Kosovo* (EC, 2020).
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ment of EU territorial policies, we intend to determine what has been addressed, 
i.e., the topics and scales of cooperation, and how the recognised trends are pro-
posed to be applied (e.g., through different forms of vertical or horizontal co-
operation). In other words, we aim to identify the principles inscribed in both 
the substantial and procedural aspects of territorial development as given in the 
spatial planning regulatory frameworks of Serbia and of Bosnia and Herzegovina.

Although once part of the federal state of Yugoslavia, these countries nowadays 
differ in terms of their 1) accession status to the EU (Serbia is a candidate coun-
try, whilst Bosnia and Herzegovina is considered a potential candidate), hence 
depicting different stages of compliance to EU territorial policies, and 2) territo-
rial organisations, which also affect different administrative bodies competent for 
spatial planning. Informed by the overview of the main trends and principles cov-
ered in the domestic spatial planning documents, the paper further examines the 
similarities and differences in translating EU trends into spatial planning practice 
in the selected WB countries. Ultimately, this will elucidate the dichotomy of the 
‘conformance’ to EU standards and their actual implementation. 

The paper is structured as follows. After introductory remarks, we identify the 
trends and principles related to the procedural aspect of territorial development in 
the crucial EU territorial policies prepared to date. Followed by an insight into the 
methodological approach applied, we provide an overview of the leading spatial 
planning documents of Serbia and of Bosnia and Herzegovina. More precisely, 
we focus on national spatial development plans as the core elements inscribed in 
the planning traditions of the mentioned countries, which thus represent the key 
instruments of their national spatial planning systems. The comparative analysis 
helps elucidate to what extent the mentioned cases apply EU principles related to 
the procedural aspect of territorial development – revolving around vertical coor-
dination, multi-sectorial cooperation, and multidisciplinary cooperation – in their 
planning practice. Finally, the findings on the relationship between EU trends and 
their national performance are observed through the lens of the broader socio-po-
litical conditions of WB.

2. THE EUROPEAN UNION TERRITORIAL POLICIES: AN OVERVIEW 
OF TRENDS AND PRINCIPLES

To elucidate the procedural aspect of territorial development in the EU spatial 
planning narrative, i.e., to identify different forms of vertical coordination and 
horizontal cooperation, we provide a brief chronological overview of EU territori-
al policies. The cross-cutting issues and principles of crucial EU territorial policy 
documents are given in Table 1. 
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Table 1. Trends and principles of the major EU territorial policy documents

Documents Cross-cutting issues and principles 
Territorial Agenda 2030 
(EU Ministers, 2020)

• functional regions
• integration beyond borders
• place-based approach

Urban Agenda for the EU (EC, 2016) • effective urban governance 
• integrated and participatory policy making 
• citizens’ participation
• new models of governance

Integrated sustainable urban 
development – Cohesion policy 
2014–2020 (EC, 2014)

• dynamic environment of multiple governmental and 
non-governmental players

• engagement of different territorial scales
Territorial Agenda of the European 
Union 2020 
(EU Ministers, 2011)

• territorial integration in cross-border and transnational 
functional regions 

• economic, social and ecological balance
• mutual trust and social capital

Urban Dimension of Cohesion Policy 
(EP, 2009)

• bottom-up principles in urban policy implementation 
• vertical and horizontal governance
• inter-sectorial partnerships and communication

Green Paper on Territorial Cohesion
(CEC, 2008)

• functional approach to integrated territorial 
development

• place-based policies 
• cross-sectoral policy coordination 
• multi-level governance
• cooperation between territories to strengthen 

European integration
Leipzig Charter on Sustainable 
European Cities (EU Ministers, 2007)

• cooperation between states, regions and cities
• horizontal collaboration among sectorial agencies
• consensus between public authorities, citizens, and 

economic actors 
European Spatial Development 
Perspective (CSD, 1999)

• intensive and continuous collaboration of various 
stakeholders important for spatial development

Source: own work.

Evidently, territorial governance is one of the umbrella concepts that spans 
over different principles introduced in the documents covered in Table 1. The con-
cept comprises two notions: multi-level polities and governance, closely connect-
ed to understanding the governmental hierarchy, as well as ‘functional spill-over,’ 
respectively (Böhme et al., 2015; Bache and Flinders, 2004; Perić, 2019). Regard-
ing the multi-level governmental hierarchy, the focus is on formal authority being 
spread from the nation states to both supranational institutions and sub-national 
authorities. The aspect of governance focuses on single-purpose functional juris-
dictions, i.e., specialised, task-specific organisations (governmental and non-gov-
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ernmental) which criss-cross judicial boundaries (Piattoni, 2016). In the domain 
of EU studies, such a transformation refers to the integration process, emphasising 
not only the role of Member States and the EU, but explaining how the system 
actually works (Faludi, 2012).

A closer consideration into documents reveals three tendencies towards better 
territorial governance: addressing jurisdictions at different territorial scales (from 
neighbourhoods to macro-regions); the involvement of relevant stakeholders (pri-
vate sector, local economy, public officials, civil society, and citizens) to strengthen 
democracy through increased participation; and cross-sectorial horizontal coopera-
tion (between the bodies in charge of different aspects, e.g., transport, environment, 
demography, and economy, as related to spatial and territorial development). Based 
on this, we have recognised three broad categories related to the procedural aspect 
of territorial development: 1) vertical coordination (among administrative bodies at 
various territorial scales), 2) multi-sectorial cooperation (between public, private, 
and civil sectors), and 3) multidisciplinary cooperation (among various sectoral 
bodies in charge of preparing policies with spatial/territorial effects). In the empiri-
cal part of the paper, the principles associated with the mentioned categories will be 
firstly identified in national spatial planning documents and their implementation 
in the spatial planning practice shall be further discussed. 

3. CASE SELECTION, RESEARCH MATERIAL, AND METHODOLOGY

Separated by the Drina River, Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina are two neigh-
bouring WB countries with many cultural similarities and a common historical 
background as they were part of the same state over the centuries. Notably, spatial 
planning systems in both countries have been inherited from former Yugoslavia, 
a decentralised federal state composed of six republics, each with their own plan-
ning laws and spatial plans. The preparation of the first Spatial Plan of the Repub-
lic of Serbia started in 1968 and it was only adopted in 1996 with a timeframe of 
until 2010, while the Spatial Plan of the Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina was 
adopted in 1981 setting 2000 as the end of the timeframe.3 After the fragmentation 
of Yugoslavia after 1991 and civil wars in Croatia and in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
the latter faced a serious reorganisation of its government and territorial structure, 
seen in two entities (the Republic of Srpska and the Federation of Bosnia and Her-
zegovina), and one district (Brčko district),4 as depicted in Fig. 1.

3 This plan is still in use because the draft of the new spatial plan was not adopted in 2014 as it was 
previously planned.
4 This administrative organisation was an outcome of the Dayton peace agreement, which put an 
end to the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina in 1995.
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Fig. 1. The spatial organisation of Bosnia and Herzegovina within the WB6
Source: own work.

Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina differ in terms of their territorial and ad-
ministrative structures, a fact which also affects the levels of government com-
petent for spatial planning. In Serbia, there are five territorial and administrative 
layers: republic, province (pokrajina), district (okrug), local self-government unit 
(jedinica lokalne samouprave), and local commune (mesna zajednica). Adminis-
trative and operational functions of districts and local communes are very weak, 
while the republic, an autonomous province, and municipalities have institutions 
responsible for spatial planning. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, the administrative 
structure comprises the state, two entities (with the Federation of Bosnia and Her-
zegovina divided into ten cantons), one district, local self-government units (cities 
and municipalities), and, finally, local communes. Spatial planning institutions and 
responsibilities appear at all levels except the state and the local commune levels.

As the highest administrative tiers responsible for spatial planning are repub-
lic and entities (in Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina, respectively), the paper 
focuses on a comparative analysis of the three cases – the Republic of Serbia, the 
Republic of Srpska, and the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina. This proves 
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particularly interesting given that territorial organisation and spatial policies in 
the Republic of Srpska, although being part of Bosnia and Herzegovina, are more 
like those in Serbia (Bijelić and Djordjević, 2018). For the empirical analysis, 
we have selected the crucial national/entity spatial planning documents – two 
currently (as of April 2021) valid spatial plans and one which attained the final 
phase of its adoption: Spatial Plan of the Republic of Serbia 2010–2020 (OG RS 
88/2010), Spatial Plan of the Republic of Srpska 2015–2025 (OG RoS 15/2015), 
and draft Spatial Plan of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina 2008–2028 
(FMSO, 2013).

To collect the relevant data, we relied on personal professional experience,5 
used the insight into the main primary sources (the national/entity spatial plans of 
Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina), additional primary sources (e.g., legal doc-
uments in relevant domains, and supplementary regulation), as well as secondary 
sources that place the data from the primary sources into specific contexts. 

The documentary analysis, as the primary method used in the research, will 
follow a two-step process. Firstly, to analyse conformance with EU trends in the 
selected WB countries, we shall analyse selected spatial plans to identify the sub-
stantial aspect of territorial development, i.e., topical coverage (e.g., sustainable 
development, territorial cohesion, and nature of land-use policy), and the scale of 
territorial cooperation (e.g., from local to supranational). We shall also identify 
the proposed procedures for implementing the mentioned topics and classify them 
under previously identified three categories: 1) vertical coordination, 2) multi-sec-
torial cooperation, and 3) multidisciplinary cooperation. More precisely, we shall 
address the following principles: 1) decentralisation, diffusion of power, and sub-
sidiarity; 2) multi-actorship, synergy, transparency, and citizen participation; and 
3) coordinated action (among various disciplinary bodies) and holistic strategies 
(including different topical domains). Thus, we shall identify the extent to which 
EU territorial trends inform the domestic substantial and procedural aspects of 
territorial development.

Secondly, we shall analyse the performance of EU trends in the selected WB 
countries using additional primary sources (relevant legal and regulatory frame-
works of the selected WB countries) and secondary sources (academic literature 
by domestic scholars) that interpret and, thus, offer a better understanding of the 
domestic spatial planning contexts. To illuminate the real implementation of the 
declared EU territorial trends, we shall particularly focus on the procedural aspect 
of territorial development, comprising the categories of: 1) vertical coordination, 
2) multi-sectorial cooperation, and 3) multidisciplinary cooperation. The over-
view of the associated principles is done through a comparative analysis of the 
spatial planning practices of Serbia and of Bosnia and Herzegovina.

5 The authors of the paper have actively participated and/or monitored the preparation process of 
some spatial plans designated as the analytical units of research. 



28 Ana Perić, Siniša Trkulja, Zora Živanović

4. CONFORMANCE WITH EU TERRITORIAL TRENDS: AN INSIGHT 
INTO SPATIAL PLANS IN SERBIA AND IN BOSNIA AND HERZEGOVINA 

By studying the aims and visions as presented in the spatial plans in the Republic 
of Serbia, the Republic of Srpska, and the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
we address the substantial and procedural aspects of territorial development as 
proposed in core national policies. More precisely, we examine whether the prin-
ciples under the categories of topical coverage and the scale of territorial cooper-
ation (substantial aspect), as well as under vertical coordination, multi-sectorial 
cooperation and multidisciplinary cooperation (procedural aspect) are interpreted 
in the plans and if so, to what extent. Table 2 summarises the adoption of the main 
EU trends in national spatial plans.

Table 2. The substantial and procedural aspects of territorial development in the spatial/entity plans 
of the Republic of Serbia, the Republic of Srpska, and the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina

Aspect Categories / principles Republic  
of Serbia

Republic  
of Srpska

Federation of Bosnia  
and Herzegovina

S
U 
B
S
T 
A
N
T
I
A
L 

Topical coverage
sustainable development • • o
territorial cohesion • • o
nature of land-use policy • • o

Scale of territorial cooperation
cross-border • • o
interregional • o o

supranational • o o

P
R
O
C
E
D
U
R
A
L

Vertical coordination
decentralisation • o o
diffusion of power • o o
subsidiarity • o o

Multi-sectorial cooperation
multi-actorship • • o
synergy o o o
transparency • o o
citizen participation • o o

Multidisciplinary cooperation
coordinated action  o o o
holistic strategies o o o

•  addressed   o partially addressed   o not addressed 

Source: own work.
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4.1. The Republic of Serbia

The currently (as of April 2021) valid Spatial Plan of the Republic of Serbia ad-
dresses the period between 2010 and 2020 (OG RS 88/2010).6 As the second spa-
tial plan prepared for the republic stratum,7 it is based mainly on the preceding 
plan (OG RS 13/1996) and its planning proposals. However, the new plan applies 
an updated methodology: it provides strategic guidelines binding for elaboration 
in lower-tier spatial planning documents. The Spatial Plan of the Republic of Ser-
bia 2010–2020 was prepared in two years, involving a comprehensive team of 
experts from various sectors, several thematic round tables, and public hearings 
on its draft plan. It contains the vision, five goals, and many sectoral objectives. 

4.1.1. Substantial aspects of territorial development

The overarching idea of the plan supports the principle of sustainable develop-
ment grouped into environmental, social, and economic chapters. According to 
EU recommendations, territorial cohesion should be achieved through balanced 
regional socio-economic development based on efficient regional organisation and 
coordinated regional policy. An innovative cross-sectoral chapter on transbounda-
ry territorial cooperation recognises cross-border, interregional, and transnational 
cooperation. Land-use policy is considered a task for lower territorial units, while 
the national spatial plan addresses only four core land types (agricultural, forest, 
water, and construction areas). The proposed land-use policy is of a strategic na-
ture: it offers the main directions of formulating the future territorial policy and re-
serves the land for a specific use of national importance, e.g., infrastructure corri-
dors, natural and cultural protected areas, water accumulations, mining areas, etc.

4.1.2. Procedural aspects of territorial development

The plan explicitly lists the principles of decentralisation, division of power, and 
subsidiarity as prerequisites for more efficient spatial planning decision-making. 
However, the region is considered only a territorial stratum and not an administra-
tive unit. In addition, the plan does not include mechanisms which would indicate 
how to achieve active participation of lower jurisdictional levels in solving com-
plex spatial problems.

6 The Draft Spatial Plan of the Republic of Serbia 2021–2035 is under the process of public 
inspection (5 April – 5 May 2021).
7 Since the dissolution of the Federal State of Yugoslavia in 2006, Serbia and Montenegro have 
continued to operate as independent countries, with the republic as the highest territorial and 
administrative tier that has since corresponded to the national level.
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The basic principles of multi-sectorial cooperation are given in the plan as 
follows: 1) active implementation of the spatial development policy by public 
participation, through the permanent education of citizens and administration, 2) 
the development of instruments for directing the activities of spatial planning, and 
3) the development of service functions (agencies or non-profit organisations) at 
the municipal and/or city levels to consolidate all spatial development actors and 
create synergy. In terms of institutional responsibility, the plan requires the devel-
opment of legally stipulated, locally conditioned informal forms of participation 
in the decision-making process (involving citizens and their associations, spatial 
development actors, associations, and political parties). This should resolve the 
conflict concerning the public-private relationship and generate further support 
for implementing policies, strategies, and plans collaboratively.

The plan proposes a multidisciplinary approach by recognising diverse areas of 
spatial development, yet through the lens of separate topics and without attending 
to cumulative spatial effects of many sectoral domains. For example, the proposal 
of a transport infrastructure corridor lacks an acknowledgement of nature protec-
tion: the Požega–Užice motorway should pass between two national parks, Mokra 
Gora and Zlatibor. Furthermore, the economy is observed apart from the territory 
and settlements. Demography has continued to be studied through extensive anal-
ysis without enough impact on planning proposals. The development of social 
services lacks innovative approaches towards sustainable development. GIS sys-
tems based on spatial development indicators are a tangible tool for coordinated 
action among different disciplines. They enable an evidence-based approach with 
the monitoring of trends and promote a better quality of planning proposals in the 
forthcoming plans.8

4.2. The Republic of Srpska

After the first spatial plan for Republic of Srpska was adopted in 1996, and the 
second one in 2008, the currently (as of April 2021) valid plan was amended in 
2015 for the timeframe until 2025. In terms of its contents, the Spatial Plan of the 
Republic of Srpska 2015–2025 (OG RoS 15/2015) has many similarities with the 
Spatial Plan of the Republic of Serbia 2010–2020,9 mainly seen in its structure 
(vision, five goals, and many sectoral objectives) and topical coverage. In short, 
the plan focuses on the pragmatic implementation of objectives and goals towards 
the overall vision.

8 A 106 indicators have been tentatively defined in the spatial plan, further elaborated in the 
implementation programmes and finally calculated in annual and biannual Reports on Spatial 
Development and Realisation of the Spatial Plan in the Republic of Serbia.
9 Most of the experts who prepared the Serbian spatial plan have also actively collaborated on the 
development of the spatial plan of the Republic of Srpska.



31From conformance to performance? A comparative analysis of the European Union...

4.2.1. Substantial aspects of territorial development

The principle of sustainable development is considered the backbone for structur-
ing spatially relevant activities around three pillars – the economy, environment, 
and social development. The concept of territorial cohesion is viewed holistically: 
cohesion is perceived as a balance between economic, social and territorial factors 
that can jointly act as a tool against a post-socialist market influencing diverse so-
cial, territorial, and cultural resources. The translation of the Europe-scale forms 
of territorial cooperation is relatively weak: e.g., the supranational territorial co-
operation is presumed only to happen as cross-border cooperation. The land-use 
policy is pragmatic in its nature: the key instruments in this regard include urban 
regulation plans, plans for special-use areas, and municipal and city plans for land 
use outside the urban settlement area.

4.2.2. Procedural aspects of territorial development

As the Republic of Srpska lacks an intermediate governmental or statistical 
level, vertical coordination is not the focus, suggesting the main channel of 
communication between the national and local levels in a top-down approach. 
Decentralisation is not an issue, as the plan lacks the operationalisation tools for 
empowering local governments to address the spatial problems affecting their 
administrative areas. 

However, the plan proposes a relatively comprehensive horizontal coopera-
tion to be pursued through different networks: 1) cooperation between diverse 
institutions (Chamber of Commerce, public enterprises, agencies, institutes, 
offices and operators for infrastructure, social services, statistical office, and 
cadastre), 2) joint activities among the entity ministries, and 3) cooperation 
among the spatial planning institutions in the other entity (Federation of Bos-
nia and Herzegovina) and neighbouring countries as well. In addition, the final 
chapter of the spatial plan refers basically to the implementation through the 
spatial plans of smaller territorial units like special-use areas and municipal-
ities. 

Multidisciplinary cooperation among various institutions and organisations 
aimed at concerted actions and holistic visions is superficially addressed in the 
spatial plan. Social development strategy needs more operationalisation mech-
anisms, while the conventional economic development strategy lacks attention 
to other sectors. Infrastructure as the backbone of spatial development is not fo-
cussed sufficiently to reduce existing spatial conflicts. Nevertheless, and similarly 
to the spatial plan of Serbia, the indicators are defined as a tool for more accessible 
data collection and an improvement of spatial development policies towards fos-
tering overall development. 
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4.3. The Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina

The draft Spatial Plan of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina 2008–2028 
(FMSO, 2013) is quite different from the spatial plans of Serbia or of the Republic 
of Srpska, foremost due to a specific administrative set-up of the entity. Namely, 
the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina is composed of ten cantons, each with 
an independent legal system. Therefore, in addition to the law on spatial planning 
at the entity level (OJ FBiH 45/2010), there are ten laws valid for every canton. 
The Federation’s spatial plan has not been adopted yet (as of April 2021), although 
the draft version was finalised in 2012 and a part of the enaction procedure was 
undertaken until 2014, though not concluded. Since then, the approval of the draft 
spatial plan has been delayed. The planning approach applied in the draft plan 
is conventional: the regulatory dimension of spatial planning based on steering 
the development and addressing the present problems is emphasised compared to 
long-term spatial visioning.

4.3.1. Substantial aspects of territorial development

Regarding topical coverage, the plan acknowledges neither the concept of sus-
tainable development nor territorial cohesion to a greater extent. Instead, such 
topics as population, land policy and infrastructure are highlighted, although not 
coherently. Land-use policy is not the subject of this plan. As for macro-regional 
territorial cooperation, the cooperation across various geographical and jurisdic-
tional levels (cross-border, interregional, and transnational) is not considered in 
the plan. 

4.3.2. Procedural aspects of territorial development

Vertical coordination is not an element of the entity’s spatial plan, as the interme-
diate administrative and territorial level – canton – has a vital role in spatial plan-
ning decision-making. Notably, in the absence of entity strategic spatial plan, the 
adopted cantonal plans provide the direction for the development at lower levels.10 

As the chapter on implementation is missing, the elements of multi-actor co-
operation are not envisioned in the plan. The closest step towards implementation 
and, hence, proposed collaborative approaches promoting the inclusion of dif-
ferent sectors, tackles planning proposals and plans for smaller territorial units 
within the sectoral chapters of the spatial plan. 

10 Cantonal plans are of a strategic nature: they do not define land use but give a framework for 
municipal spatial plans and urban plans, i.e., land-use and zoning plans, respectively. Municipal 
spatial plans are land-use oriented for the zones outside settlement areas as covered by urban plans.
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Similarly, the multidisciplinary approach is omitted. Extensive population anal-
ysis is not connected to or made usable for the domains of land policy or infrastruc-
ture. The social and economic policy is not well incorporated in the plan, whilst the 
environmental aspect of development is inferior. The infrastructural network does 
not fit the territory to enable its development but rather provides spatial-transport 
conflicts. Finally, the draft plan defines no spatial development indicators.

5. TOWARDS THE PERFORMANCE OF EU TERRITORIAL POLICY 
IN SERBIA AND IN BOSNIA AND HERZEGOVINA? 

The above analysis confirms the initial hypothesis that the spatial plans in Serbia 
and Bosnia and Herzegovina consider EU territorial development trends yet to 
varying extents: Serbia seems to pursue a far more proactive approach than the 
Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, the question remains whether 
the nature of adopting the trends is declarative or real. In the following paragraphs 
we shall place the EU spatial planning narrative into the spatial planning contexts 
of Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina. More precisely, we are going to compare 
the principles inscribed in the procedural aspect of territorial development, i.e., 
these associated with the following categories: 1) vertical coordination, 2), mul-
ti-sectorial cooperation, and 3) multidisciplinary cooperation. In doing so, we will 
elucidate: the coordination between administrative bodies at different territorial 
strata; the involvement of stakeholders other than public authorities in the spa-
tial planning decision-making; and the organisation of spatially relevant activities 
among sectoral departments. 

5.1. Vertical coordination

The principles of decentralisation and subsidiarity are only recognised in Ser-
bian spatial documents. However, this is in discrepancy with the actual spatial 
organisation in Serbia, which operates in a centralised manner, with the national 
(republic) level in charge of spatial planning, whilst the regional level (districts) 
is considered merely a territorial and not an administrative unit. More precisely, 
regional spatial plans in Serbia refer to groups of districts with very weak insti-
tutions, except for the autonomous province of Vojvodina and the administrative 
territory of the City of Belgrade. Therefore, the national administration in charge 
of spatial planning takes the leading role in creating regional plans (Maruna et al., 
2018). The attempt to pursue the ‘shift from government to governance’ has been 
recognised in the crucial Serbian laws relevant for spatial development. Name-
ly, the Act on Local Self-government Units (OG RS 47/2018) identifies local 
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self-governments as being responsible for preparing municipal and city spatial 
plans. However, the lack of professional capacity makes cooperation with nation-
al-level bodies weak (Zeković and Vujošević, 2018). Similarly, the Act on Plan-
ning System of the Republic of Serbia (OG RS 30/2018) has introduced a bot-
tom-up approach as the necessary type of cooperation among jurisdictional levels 
and, thus, established a framework for territorial governance. Nevertheless, such 
an approach has not yet taken root in practice (Maruna et al., 2018).

The spatial plan of the Republic of Srpska does not address coordination or dia-
logue among administrative units, which is reflected in the jurisdictional organisa-
tion of the entity: the regional level between the entity and municipalities is entirely 
missing. Consequently, the national government subordinates local authorities in 
the process of spatial planning decision-making (Bijelić and Đorđević, 2018). 

The draft plan of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina does not explicitly 
prescribe the need for power diffusion. However, due to the specific territorial or-
ganisation of the entity, the principle of decentralisation is applied in an advanced 
manner compared to Serbia and the Republic of Srpska. Notably, the regional 
level units – cantons – are essential for spatial planning as cantonal authorities 
are responsible for preparing cantonal spatial plans. Due to the lack of the official 
federation spatial plan, cantons play a key role in steering spatial development at 
lower administrative and territorial strata (Jusić, 2014).

What is typical for all the cases is the inferior position of local administration 
in planning and decision-making. The top-down coordination – from the national/
entity towards the local level in Serbia and the Republic of Srpska, respective-
ly, and from the cantonal to the municipality level in the Federation of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina – prevail over the bottom-up approach (Zeković and Vujošević, 
2018; Bijelić and Đorđević, 2018; Bojičić-Dželilović, 2011; Maruna et al., 2018). 
The reason behind such a discrepancy between the norms proposed in the plans 
and spatial planning reality is the complexity inscribed in the coordinative effort – 
an acknowledgement of data from the local plans, their synthesis, and adaptation 
for use at the regional and national levels require various resources, mainly time 
and expert skills. Hence, moving beyond the general narrative on a bottom-up 
approach means establishing a mid-governance level with competence in spatial 
planning. Ultimately, this enables the introduction of a regulatory framework that 
promotes a new planning paradigm focused on territorial governance, thus dis-
missing the firmly rooted tradition of government, i.e., a top-down approach.

5.2. Multi-sectorial cooperation

All the cases (though to various extents) indicate the public sector as the most 
active actor, whilst the private and non-governmental sectors’ participation is sup-
ported declaratively in documents, yet rare in reality. The spatial plans recognise 
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the need to bridge that gap, however, clear and transparent mechanisms to achieve 
multi-actor efforts are missing (Bijelić and Đorđević, 2018; Jusić, 2014). Poor 
public response results from the complex nature of spatial plans and excessive use 
of technical jargon, finally disabling citizens and other stakeholders to grasp the 
main ideas as presented in plans. 

In comparison to both entities of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia seems to 
make a shift in this regard, as its spatial plan instructs the promotion of local in-
itiatives (educational, and social and cultural services and activities) adjusted to 
the needs and interests of the local population. The document also recommends 
introducing incentive measures for the active involvement of citizens and civil 
society organisations in planning and creating partnerships between local author-
ities and civil society. Such efforts have been formally supported by the Act on 
Planning and Construction (OG RS 145/2014), which introduced the mechanisms 
of early public inspection and public inspection, enabling the public to have an 
insight and offer comments for a draft and the final plan, respectively. The reality 
is significantly different: participation only serves to provide legitimacy for the 
planning procedure, planners usually neglect the citizens’ input, which, eventu-
ally, results in mistrust among the general public to institutions (Čukić and Perić, 
2019; Perić, 2020a, 2020b). Notably, lacking the mechanisms for effective in-
volvement of stakeholders other than governmental institutions, public support to 
decision-making becomes more declarative. Therefore, to boost the proper partic-
ipatory process, the first step is to make plans user-friendly so that citizens and any 
interested party can understand the visions proposed in a plan. The public reaction 
will then logically follow. Also, the previously mentioned data processing based 
on spatial development indicators can be done by non-governmental organisations 
or private consultancies, not only the public sector.

5.3. Multidisciplinary cooperation

An integrated, comprehensive and multidisciplinary approach to sustainable spa-
tial development is mostly neglected in the analysed spatial plans. In the federa-
tion’s draft plan, multidisciplinary cooperation is rudimentary and it is not applied 
in practice. In Serbia and the Republic of Srpska, while they implement proposals 
from the plan, the integration of different sectors does not occur mainly due to 
a considerable complexity of data collection and its analysis when coming from 
more than one institution (Bijelić and Đorđević, 2018). For example, the Serbian 
spatial plan proposes tourist routes in central Serbia near the cultural heritage 
areas. However, the implementation programme11 is highly fragmented as it lacks 

11 Implementation programme is a document that identifies stakeholders relevant for the 
implementation phase of planning proposals.
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a coordinated timeframe for execution, involvement of interdisciplinary agencies, 
and joint financial sources. Such elements became part of the methodological pro-
cedure of strategic planning introduced by the Act on Planning System of the 
Republic of Serbia (OG RS 30/2018), binding for strategic spatial plans.12 

In addition to a pragmatic perspective on collaborative activities between 
various disciplines, the holistic and comprehensive approach can also be seen at 
a rather abstract level. More precisely, an insight into the topical coverage of three 
spatial plans elucidates a weak to moderate relationship between the domains of 
spatial development and other sectoral policies and their spatial effects (demogra-
phy, social development, environment, economy, and infrastructure). In contrast, 
the utmost impact of multidisciplinary cooperation is a balanced representation 
of sectors and topics, as is the attending to the spatial effects of sectoral policies.

The previous overview of the planning practices of the selected WB countries 
indicates poor implementation of the principles that promote a more coordinated 
approach to territorial development, as summarised in Table 3. 

Table 3. Implementation of the principles related to the procedural aspect of territorial 
development in the planning practice of the Republic of Serbia, the Republic of Srpska, and the 

Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina

Aspect Categories /principles Republic 
of Serbia

Republic 
of Srpska

Federation of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina

P
R
O
C
E
D
U
R
A
L

Vertical coordination
decentralisation o o •
diffusion of power o o •
subsidiarity o o •

Multi-sectorial cooperation
multi-actorship o o o
synergy o o o
transparency o o o
citizen participation o o o

Multidisciplinary cooperation
coordinated action  o o o

holistic strategies o o o

•  applied   o partially applied   o not applied

Source: own work.

12 The Strategy of Sustainable Urban Development of the Republic of Serbia until 2030 (OG RS 
47/2019) has been the recent strategy that incorporated the methodological procedure of strategic 
planning as according to the Act on Planning System of the Republic of Serbia (OG RS 30/2018).
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In summary, we have confirmed the initial hypothesis that EU territorial policy 
trends are declaratively addressed in the key spatial development documents of 
Serbia and of Bosnia and Herzegovina, but poorly applied in planning practice. 
However, the overview indicates an interesting case of the Federation of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina. Although the draft entity plan does not acknowledge the cru-
cial principles of EU territorial development, it does not prevent the entity from 
applying its spatial development policy efficiently compared to both Serbia and 
the Republic of Srpska. Some observations on the reasons behind such a situation 
follow in the conclusion. 

6. CONCLUDING REMARKS

The examination of the territorial development principles in both the official regu-
lations and planning practice of the selected WB states has showed the discrepancy 
between the Europeanised narrative in the documents on the one hand, and its weak 
implementation on the other. As prescribed by EU policies, the crucial idea in-
scribed in the procedural aspect of territorial development is cooperation – between 
different jurisdictional strata, multiple stakeholders, and experts. The first is, how-
ever, tightly related to the territorial organisation of a state. This is the key to un-
derstanding why intense vertical and horizontal cooperation cannot flourish easily 
in Serbia, which inherited the centralised system from the former Yugoslavia, or in 
the Republic of Srpska, which copied its administrative organisation from Serbia. 
However, the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina wisely used the opportunity 
to transform its territorial-administrative system after the break with the rules of 
Yugoslav heritage in 1995. Even without acknowledging the principle of vertical 
coordination in the draft spatial plan, the federal organisation of the entity genuine-
ly contributes to implementing some European territorial governance trends. 

The relationship between the declarative adoption of EU trends and the extent 
of their actual implementation should also be viewed through the lens of both 
internal and external tensions. The former result from the lack of a democratic po-
litical culture and independent institutions, and a dominance of the authoritarian 
regimes in both Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina (Bojičić-Dželilović, 2011; 
Perić, 2020a). Within such political systems, cooperative spatial planning deci-
sion-making efforts are considered a threat, not the desired type of social action.

External pressures arise as WB countries are not (yet) EU Member States, thus 
allowing other international factors to play a decisive role when entering domestic 
actor-networks. For example, the Republic of Srpska is highly politically influ-
enced by the Republic of Serbia, in addition to the previously mentioned influence 
of Serbian planning experts and their continuous consultancy in addressing the 
spatial problems of the Republic of Srpska. The Federation of Bosnia and Her-
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zegovina has another role model for its territorial organisation, again outside the 
EU: Switzerland with its cantonal structure. Finally, spatial development in the 
entire Balkan region is interesting to many foreign non-European players – from 
China investing in the Balkan route of the Belt and Road Initiative, to Russia, 
which has been financing the railway development between Serbia and Monte-
negro, Turkey as a sponsor of the railway line between Sarajevo and Belgrade, 
and American consortiums in support of a road line between Niš (Serbia) and 
Pristina (Kosovo*), and further towards Tirana and Durrës, in Albania (Bijelić and 
Djordjević, 2018; Perić and Niedermaier, 2019; Miletić, 2020). Such international 
stakeholders demand strong national leadership as the key partner for executing 
the mentioned transboundary initiatives. Consequently, the decentralised govern-
ance approach and multidisciplinary planning are neglected as they are seen as 
hindrances rather than facilitators of development.

Finally, when drawing lessons from Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina for oth-
er WB countries, we can highlight two instruments: 1) the cantonal spatial plans of 
the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina as the main instruments of spatial devel-
opment, and 2) advanced mechanisms for multi-sectorial cooperation as prescribed 
in the Serbian spatial plan. As for the former, although cantonal plans hinder the 
process of adopting the entity’s spatial plan, i.e., cantonal plans as strategic docu-
ments cover some elements of the entity plan, cantons as mid-territorial scale ad-
ministrative units with their effective spatial instruments have proven to be a useful 
link in connecting the federal/national level with the local one. Regarding the latter, 
the tools for various stakeholders to express their conflicting interests and enable 
consensus-building are designed to promote social action. Nevertheless, as the anal-
ysis has showed, to strengthen cooperation across administrative and institutional 
boundaries and engage different actors, as according to EU trends, it is necessary 
for the actors at all jurisdictional strata and all the sectors to actively participate in 
territorial development. Such an endeavour, however, demands raising the collec-
tive awareness of the benefits of cooperative decision-making on the one hand, and 
a shift of socio-spatial settings from proto-democracy, on the other. The fulfilment 
of both conditions is part of a long-term transitional process. 
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