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Abstract: Turbulent periods of transition from socialism to neoliberal capitalism, which have affected
the relationships between holders of power and governing structures in Serbia, have left a lasting
impact on the urban spaces of Belgrade’s cityscape. The typical assumption is that the transformation
of the urban form in the post-socialist transition is induced by planning interventions which serve
to legitimize these neoliberal aspirations. The methodological approach of this paper is broadly
structured as a chronological case analysis at three levels: the identification of three basic periods
of institutional change, historical analysis of the urban policies that permitted transformation of
the subject area, and morphogenesis of the selected site alongside the Sava River in New Belgrade.
Neoliberal aspirations are traced through the moments of destruction and moments of creation as locally
specific manifestations of neoliberal mechanisms observable through the urban form. Comparison
of all three levels of the study traces how planning and political decisions have affected strategic
directions of development and, consequently, the dynamics and spatial logic of how new structures
have invaded the street frontage. The paper demonstrates that planning interventions in the
post-socialist transition period, guided by the neoliberal mechanisms, has had a profound impact on
the super-block morphology.
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1. Introduction

1.1. Theoretical Framework

Understanding neoliberal aspirations in the morphogenesis at the street level requires knowledge
about the relationships and interdependence between socio-political changes and urban policies.
Accordingly, a study of the path-dependent, contextually specific interactions between inherited
restructuring projects over a broad range of geographical scales is needed [1]. The main street in
the modernistic setting can be observed as a specific urban landscape and, as such, can serve as a
case study which builds on the previous knowledge that identified and elaborated the changes of the
urban landscape in relation to significant political changes [2–6]. In recent years, a number of scholars
have researched and embraced the ways in which post-socialist cities have changed, as observed
dominantly through urban geography, urban sociology, economics, and regulations, while research in
the domain of urban morphology has remained underdeveloped, concerning both specific urban form
studies and studies developed as a part of interdisciplinary research. Conzen’s broad explanatory
work took into account the morphogenesis and a morphogenetic method as a means to follow the
urban landscape, regarding the historical and geographical development of the specific area, but has
rarely been interlinked with planning practices, despite the importance of the physical structure of the
urban areas being planned [7].
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Guided by neoliberal influences, urban planning stems from policies that primarily advocate
the principles of efficiency and economic growth. This, consequently, influences the design solutions
conditioned by the market that favor profitable investments and foster competitive development [8].
The outcome of these strategies is an unequal distribution of spatial resources, accompanied by the
exclusion and segregation of economically deprived citizens [9,10]. In these circumstances, public
planning comes to the aid of neoliberal aspirations by guaranteeing private investments and reducing
uncertainty; which is mainly reduced to zoning and land-use plans. Just like service provision in the
public sector, urban development is mainly given over to private operators. Consequently, landowners
seek to maximize the value of their land through development [11]. McGlynn argues for the so-called
powergram structure, in which the power that various stakeholders have over the built environment
highly depends on the political and economic systems which they operate [12].

Focusing research into current neoliberal practices at the city level requires exploration of the
contextual embeddedness of city transformations in the national framework, as defined by the legacies
of the institutional framework, policy regimes, regulatory practices, and political struggles [1,9,13].
The impact of the contemporary processes of neoliberalization on cities can be viewed through the
transformation of the urban environment. The urban environment is constituted by urban form, public
space, and infrastructure, and can be observed as a collective endeavor influenced and shaped by
a diversity of stakeholders [14]. Planning plays a critical role here, as it reflects the objectives of
the dominant market logic [9]. This is apparent through the mechanisms of neoliberal localization
which, as identified by Brenner and Theodore, include, on one hand, moments of destruction: (1) The
elimination and/or intensified surveillance of urban public spaces; (2) the destruction of traditional
working-class neighborhoods in order to make way for speculative redevelopment; and (3) retreat from
community-oriented planning initiatives. On the other hand, there are moments of creation: (A) The
creation of new privatized spaces for elite/corporate consumption; (B) the construction of large-scale
megaprojects intended to attract corporate investment and reconfigure local land-use patterns; and (C)
the ‘rolling forward’ of the gentrification frontier and the intensification of socio-spatial polarization [1].

Transition processes in post-socialist countries share many hallmarks, including the
democratization of politics, a return to the principles of a market economy, commercialization,
privatization, the disappearance of the welfare state, fiscal crises, inflows of foreign capital, changes to
the value system, and so on [15,16]. Key checks and balances established by post-socialist nations in
response to transition processes entail, first and foremost, de-centralization of the governance system
and a shift of responsibility for decision-making to the local level, with the simultaneous creation of
regulatory mechanisms to control the actions of new stakeholders on behalf of the public interest [17].

This order makes new demands on urban planning, such as efficiency, flexibility, and
responsiveness [15,18], tilting the balance from the once-paramount position of the state in creating
urban policies to the favor of developers, who are now able to dictate the avenues and means of
development. Nevertheless, financial constraints mean that capital interests are afforded priority,
which, in turn, transforms the traditional role of urban planning from an instrument of the state,
serving to protect the public interest, into a local development mechanism, subservient to the interests
of developers. Land ownership is particularly affected by these alterations in that privatization benefits
capital, reducing the state’s ability to act to safeguard the public interest and constraining the scope of
action [15,19]. Consequently, changes to land ownership have a direct bearing on shifts in the planning
approach [20,21].

These are the main reasons why this research has been conceptualized, to enable systematization
of the change of the urban form in relation to the neoliberal mechanisms in the specific case of a
modernistic setting.

The impact of neoliberal aspirations on the morphogenesis of Jurija Gagarina (‘Yuri Gagarin’)
Street was investigated using a chronological case study research strategy. This method proved
appropriate for this type of research, as it is aimed at describing the features, context, and processes
of a complex phenomenon. The key research methods employed for the case study were a review
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of publicly available archival records (i.e., plans and amendments) and secondary sources regarding
urban planning in Belgrade.

1.2. Context

Turbulent periods of transition from socialism to neoliberal capitalism, which have affected the
relationships between the holders of power and governing structures in Serbia, have left a lasting
impact on urban spaces. This is most evident in the transformation of the urban form. Land-use
planning has been identified as an efficient instrument for implementing the public policy value
framework [22]. Additionally, research performed to date into urban policies in Serbia’s post-socialist
transition period has looked at the totality of the planning system, but not at the role of its particular
aspects, such as planning interventions.

Belgrade provides a good example for an analysis of these transformations, both due to the massive
centralization of the economic (and other) activity and power over the past 20 years—which has made
the city particularly attractive within Serbia—and its interplay between the various stakeholders and
interest groups [21,23–27]. Economic liberalization became a reality as early as the start of the 1950s,
when the concept of worker self-management was first introduced. Flows of Western ideas were made
visible in the architectural space of Belgrade, especially in the case of the new communities which
anticipated the general progress of the economy and society, symbolizing the power of the state and
the openness of the country. The best illustration of this approach can be found in New Belgrade,
where local ideological and economic challenges have been merged with international flows [28].

Moreover, socialist urban development perceivable through the modernistic setting and
post-socialist transition are well-placed to serve as a testing ground for demonstrating value system
changes. Additionally, in the existing body of knowledge, little attention has been given to urban
design, especially the public space of the modernist cityscape [29] and ordinary social housing and the
townscape, when compared to individual, iconic buildings [30].

A particular feature of the morphology of New Belgrade is the so-called ‘super-block’, an open-plan
urban form characterized by a developed infrastructure, easy access to transportation, and public
ownership of land. These characteristics are reasons why the New Belgrade blocks became attractive
venues for construction at the time of transition [19]. Under-utilization and problems with maintaining
open spaces were the main arguments put forward by city authorities in justifying the sale of urban
development land zoned for public use and to promote intensive construction in New Belgrade. New
structures, primarily constructed directly abutting the build-to line, have drastically altered the open
character of these blocks and the New Belgrade cityscape.

We focused our research on the morphology of the street, in relation to the open block, as it is
believed that urban planning can regulate the urban form of the cityscape by prescribing rules about
the setback, floor, and built-up area ratio, building heights, front continuity, ground floor usage, and
public space. As has been noted by Talen, street frontage is what defines the public realm and, as such,
it has acquired great interest throughout the planning history since it is essential for distinguishing
public from private responsibilities [31].

More broadly, this paper is aimed at revealing how and when planning decisions (amendments to
plans) have shaped the dynamics and spatial logic of the creation of a new urban form. In a narrower
sense, the research was intended to shed greater light on the nature of planning interventions during
post-socialist transitions, as observable through alterations to the strategic directions of development
that are the preconditions for the creation of urban forms. The starting assumption is that planning
interventions in the post-socialist transition have been induced by neoliberal aspirations originating
from the Yugoslav socialist period. This hypothesis is based on the view that neoliberalism mobilizes
the urban space as an arena for market-oriented economic growth and elite consumption practices
and, in doing so, it transforms the political–economic setting in which public plans and projects
are implemented [9]. Established circles of power can exert a decisive influence on setting land-use
priorities [32–34]; as such, the objective of this study is to explore the urban landscape, reflecting the
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aspirations of the dominant powers in society. Keeping in mind Soaita and Dewilde’s elaboration [6]
that the post-socialist cities of Eastern Europe have been exposed to the challenges of transition in
various manners, we discuss how the neoliberal mechanisms have influenced urban planning and
design in Serbia, following the end of the Yugoslav socialist self-government.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Methodological Approach

The methodological approach was broadly structured as a chronological case analysis at three
levels. The first level entails identification of the particular historical periods that set the stage for
urban policy-making, while the second level comprises an analysis of planning policies, namely those
that enabled spatial changes in the subject area. The third level provides insight into the specific
changes in space (land ownership, land-use, built and unbuilt land ratio, and changes in scale and
dimension of the area affected by the new construction/development areas). The main focus of the
paper is identifying the relationship between amendments to planning documents and identifying
changes in the urban form (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Methodological approach: Chronological case analysis at three levels.

The first level examines institutional changes related to the domains of governance, land ownership,
and developer structures. The research is focused on monitoring the institutional changes which have
benefited the capital. This first level mainly relies on secondary sources, which present the critical
interpretations of changes to the Serbian planning system used to identify main historical periods.

The second level attempts to understand changes to the patterns of planning intervention,
including historical analysis of the urban policies that permitted the transformation of the observed
location. These changes are most visible on Jurija Gagarina Street, the principal thoroughfare and
developmental backbone of the neighborhoods along the Sava River, which was selected as a research
polygon. The analysis here looks at the planning documents produced over the three historical periods;
both at the macro level, where general urban plans define the broader strategic directions of spatial
development, and the micro level, where urban policies of the observed segment of the urban structure
are more elaborate, using general regulation plans and detailed regulation plans. This level of research
is based on data from planning documents obtained from the Central planning register and historical
plans obtained from the archives of the Urban Planning Institute of Belgrade (see Table 1). Special
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attention has been paid to the amendments which enabled spatial changes to occur in the later stages of
the morphogenesis of the subject area. Additionally, these plans provide a textual and graphic ground
to form a selection of data on land-use, regulation parameters, and land ownership status.

Table 1. The size of consequences, as determined by each planning system (Source: authors).

Period 1
The end of Socialist

self-management period

Period 2
The break-up of
Yugoslavia and
collapse of the

socialist system

Period 3
The period of

transition

Urban
policies

Planning
dicuments

amendments

Amendments to the
General Master Plan for

Belgrade (1985)
Detailed Urban Plan and
Urban design project for

Block 44 (1982)
Amendments to Detailed
Urban Plan for Block 44

(1985)

Amendments to
the Detailed Urban
Plan for the area of

Bežanija (1992)
Amendments to

the DUP for Blocks
45 and 70 (1992)

Amendments to the
General Master Plan
for Belgrade (2003)

Amendments to the
General Master Plan
for Belgrade (2009)

The General
Regulation Plan (2016)

Urban
form

Land-use*
housing 27%

commercial 42%
other 31%

housing 9%
commercial 21%

other 70%

housing 36%
commercial 64%

other 0%

Built-unbuilt area 1:10 1:7 1:5

Land ownership (state : dwelling
community) 1:1.52

(public : other)
1:0.5

(public : private)
1:0.2

Development
area [ha]

(area affected by
new

construction)

38.33 19.2 12.3

* Note: Land-use ratio was established according to the size of the development area.

The third level presents the morphogenesis of the frontage along Jurija Gagarina Street, analyzed
through the three stages of transformation of the super-block, an initial morphological unit of New
Belgrade. Neoliberal influences are traced through the analysis of character areas of modernistic
residential settings, identified as a combination of the ground plan, building form, and land-use
that have undergone significant changes over time. The very components of urban areas and used
terminology have been identified and broadly researched by Conzen [35]. It ought to be noted that
the space of the street was viewed as an urban unit that (1) combines the characteristics of a built
structure that constitutes the street frontage with its appropriate open spaces; and (2) includes zoned
land for development as an integral element of the street frontage, rather than merely a public space
between buildings.

This research level implied the development of a digital database and the integration of analog
data from detailed regulation plans with the digital cadastral base of the Republic Geodetic Authority
to observe and compare physical changes throughout all three periods of the area’s development.
Data on the changes before 2001 in urban form were developed according to the official electronic
real estate cadaster of the Republic Geodetic Authority, while the data from 2001 to the present day
were monitored based on orthophoto imagery (Google Earth, Belgrade, Serbia) and field observations.
AutoCAD tools were used to develop individual maps and to generate numerical data (land area).

The scope of detailed regulation plans was used to determine the boundaries of the development
area during each period. At the same time, the plot size and building parameters of each constructed
unit were used to identify the morphological unit perceived as a development pattern.

Finally, a multi-criteria comparison analysis was made based on the criteria of (1) land ownership,
(2) land-use plan, (3) built/unbuilt area, and (4) development area. Based on these, changes in the
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urban form were expressed; both graphically and numerically. The spatial change dynamics were
monitored through the relationships of the following:

1. Changes in land ownership: public and other land;
2. Changes in dominant land uses: housing and commercial activities;
3. Changes in floor area ratio: built and unbuilt surfaces; and
4. Changes in the morphological unit: development area.

Changes were expressed in terms of parameters, while physical transformations were presented
both graphically and numerically to understand the intensity of the changes described. Urban
morphology and morphological research, in general, may provide insights on how to plan and manage
the urban growth and regeneration that are still insufficiently clear and investigated, as suggested by
Kropf [11]. In this respect, description of the identified changes in the urban form has been systematized
according to the matrix of the moments of destruction and moments of creation [1], which enable the
identification of locally specific manifestations of neoliberal mechanisms in Belgrade, and allow us to
compare them to the experiences of other cities.

We consider that it is important for research to highlight the inevitability of new structures
occurring, as well as to open up a discussion on how these changes affect the regeneration of
settlements and public spaces of the open block.

2.2. Case Study Area

The subject area was a 2.3 km long segment of the central street in the residential complex in New
Belgrade. The north side of the street is enclosed by blocks 61–64, while the south side is enclosed
by blocks 44, 45, and 70. The analysis covers an area of 145 ha (Figure 2). This district was initially
constructed to house 90,000 residents and was set up in a line of super-blocks.
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Settlements and individual buildings in blocks 45, 61–64, and 70 are well-known as a representative
example of Brutalist architecture and mass-housing construction in the 1970s, especially among the
architects and researchers of modernism in Yugoslavia (Figure 2A). Block 44 occupies the central
segment of the subject area and, at the same time, presents the initial spot where the transformation of
this settlement begun and where the first deviation from the original plan occurred. The construction
of this part of the settlement marked the end of a period of socialist self-management, and has not been
elaborated in detail. Elements of blocks 45 and 70 stand out as separate entities in the settlement, where
the first shopping malls were formed during the economic crisis (Figure 2B). In the last two decades,
new construction has taken place on the narrow street area along blocks 61, 63, and 64 oriented towards
the street (Figure 2C). It is essential to consider the magnitude of these changes and their origin, as not
only has the character of the street changed, but the open block has been transformed from the initial
development pattern and overall landscape of the settlement.

3. Results

The case study was structured as a chronological analysis at three levels: Identification of the
three basic periods of institutional change, followed through the contextual framework and historical
analysis of the urban policies that permitted the transformation of the selected narrow street area and
morphogenesis of the selected site alongside the Sava River in New Belgrade. The three basic periods
are structured as (1) the self-management period, (2) the break-up of Yugoslavia and collapse of the
socialist system, and (3) the period of transition. These periods were taken as a contextual framework
concerning the genesis of the street and observation of the open block.

3.1. Contextual Framework

3.1.1. Socialist Self-Management Period

After World War II, a socialist governmental system was established in Yugoslavia. This broke the
legal continuity of the former Kingdom of Yugoslavia, thus introducing a centralized planned economy
and a social system based on the dominance of collective interests, with state ownership of land in urban
areas [36]. Worker self-management was introduced after 1953, and institutions were de-centralized.
The adoption of the 1963 Constitution of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia continued the
de-centralization trend of the governance system through the so-called ‘socio-political communities’,
local authorities responsible for social and economic development issues. These reforms also led to the
emergence of market socialism [19,36], creating a state where all decisions about development were
made by political nomenclatures at the central level and then imposed on local communities.

A specific type of self-management was introduced in the 1974 Constitution, which familiarized the
notions of ‘associated labor’, ‘consensus economy’, ‘self-management agreements’, ‘social compacts’,
and de-centralized decision-making [19]. This institutional transformation, which took on the name
of ‘social planning’, promoted local self-governance and self-management institutions whilst leaving
the Federal level only with a residual role in enacting and harmonizing core policies [37]. In line
with these trends, urban planning became more flexible and separate from other policies; at the same
time promoting a bottom-up approach in urban policy-making [19]. Constitutional amendments
were accompanied by the enactment of numerous town- and regional-level Planning Acts that treated
planning subject matter and practice very thoroughly in the conceptual and technical perspectives,
accompanied by guides and manuals. This period has been considered the ‘golden age’ of Serbian
planning [36].

3.1.2. The Break-Up of Yugoslavia and the Collapse of the Socialist System

In the late 1980s, under the influence of international institutions, socialist nations throughout
Europe embarked on market reforms founded upon the imperatives of neoliberalism [19]. This period
was marked by the emergence of the private sector and private entrepreneurship, a trend that was
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particularly pronounced in the construction industry, resulting in numerous so-called ‘construction
laws’ that benefited private developers. Later on, in the 1990s, private ownership of development land
was permitted for the first time after World War II [19].

Nevertheless, the transition of the socio-economic system in socialist Yugoslavia was interrupted
in the 1990s by the disintegration of the federal state and civil wars. The break-up of the country
was compounded by an absence of economic and social reforms and the inability of the political
elite to transform the system [36]. Finally, Serbia was placed under international sanctions, which
dramatically reduced its living standards. Faced with these challenges, the state strongly centralized
its institutions, abolished the principles of self-management, and removed powers and finance from
the hands of local authorities. Serbia’s economy was devastated; the country was torn from within,
internationally isolated, and shattered by war, with no clear strategic policy [19]. In consequence,
urban development took place in an environment characterized by weak and inadequate institutions,
an undefined regulatory framework, and unclear procedures, leading to mass abuse and uncontrolled
construction. It ought to be noted that this period was marked by mass privatization of socially owned
housing units throughout Serbia, which brought personal and private interests to the fore with all
planning and governance stakeholders.

3.1.3. The Period of Transition

Since 2000, transition in Serbia has been characterized by the establishment of formal structures
of democratic governance, at both the central and local levels, accompanied by governmental
de-centralization. A major change in spatial and urban planning occurred in 2003 with the enactment
of the Planning and Construction Law, which made it easier for local governments to dispose of land,
whilst the 2006 Constitution allowed the private ownership of development land. These regulatory
reforms were fully put into effect only with the adoption of the 2009 Planning and Construction
Law, which introduced mechanisms for the privatization of land and transactions involving land
plots. Frequent changes to building laws were primarily aimed at attracting investment and, thus,
permitting more efficient construction. This led to simplification of the planning system and a greater
flexibility in the planning process. However, despite the introduction of a multitude of planning
instruments (e.g., retrospective planning permission, accountability of professional planners and
builders, and central-level spatial planning agencies), numerous problems have remained unsolved,
with unpermitted construction remaining the most significant issue. Above all, the legitimacy of the
plurality of interests and partial sources of finance has not been recognized as being fundamental to
spatial development [38,39]. Moreover, the public was not given a substantive say in the planning
process. The procedure envisaged citizen participation at the very end of the planning process exercise,
but authorities were under no obligation to adopt any objections made to plans.

Other regulatory changes have been made in recent years, which have altered the planning
paradigm towards a greater recognition of collaborative and communicative planning considerations.
First of all, strategic planning has received legitimacy as the basis for public policymaking; national
strategic priorities now reflect sustainable development principles; institutions are required to
collaborate, both horizontally and vertically, in spatial development; and the institutionalization
of public–private partnerships has been proposed [40,41].

3.2. Urban Policies

3.2.1. Socialist Self-Management Period: Housing Construction as the Priority

The time between 1945 and 1982 was the period in which Belgrade was planned, designed, and
built, according to the urbanist standards and values suited to a European metropolis. By the late 1960s,
it had become apparent that the population of Belgrade, the administrative center and capital of the
Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, would exceed one million. These considerations prompted
the amendment of the 1950 General Master Plan (GMP), leading to the enactment, in 1972, of the GMP
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for Belgrade to 2000. From a methodological standpoint, this plan has been considered the pinnacle of
Yugoslav planning practice. This period came to an end with the first deviations from the plan in the
mid-1980s. An assessment of the mismatch between the actual development and the 1972 plan led
to the enactment of more feasible planning solutions. The amendments to the GMP adopted in 1985
signaled the demise of self-management urbanism.

In the Belgrade GMP to 2000, Jurija Gagarina Street was designated as the key thoroughfare for
the residential blocks along the Sava Riverfront of New Belgrade, along with central features which
were to be planned [42]. The scope of the Detailed Urban Plans (DUP) was based on the idea to create
unique spatial and character areas, ranging from 115 ha in blocks 45 and 70–165 ha in blocks 61–64.
The beginning of the fragmentation of the morphology of the superblock in the planning documents
was induced by amendments to the GMP [43] by the DUP and the urban design project (UD) for Block
44 [44], which covered only 36 ha of the site. Substantial changes dealt with the land-use of New
Belgrade’s Block 44, in which a site intended as a district center and sports and recreation facility was
re-zoned for primarily residential use. Amendments to the Block 44 DUP [45] increased the residential
and commercial capacity of the site, while the initially planned sports and cultural areas have remained
unbuilt, to date. In this way, the morphological unit was reduced from an open-plan block to a group of
modular morphological units. A change of area character—perceived as a combination of ground plan,
building form, and land utilization—became evident in the narrow street area, due to the construction
of three-story commercial buildings in front of residential towers. Detailed Urban Plans for the parts of
Blocks 45 and 70 abutting Jurija Gagarina Street were not implemented at this time [46].

3.2.2. The Break-Up of Yugoslavia and Collapse of the Socialist System: Legitimization of Private and
Individual Interests

The period from 1992 to 2000 was marked by unplanned construction on a vast scale and the
allocation of sites throughout the city to certain ‘successful’ developers. This practice began as the
federal state collapsed and international sanctions were imposed.

During this period, Jurija Gagarina Street was the venue for two parallel processes; namely,
both the planned and the unplanned occupation of undeveloped plots of land. With no plan, but
systematically, sites at the corners of the blocks were occupied by temporary structures (news-stands).
‘Successful developers’ had their interests enshrined in amendments to DUP which affected the planned
use of the street for central functions. Attractive sites in Blocks 45 and 70 were allocated to ENJUB
(a joint venture formed in 1989 by the major state-owned bank Jugobanka and large state-owned
construction firm Energoprojekt as a limited liability company intended to build, refurbish, and sell
residential and other properties).

Along the street frontage of blocks 61–64, sites for central facilities were reserved by Amendments
to the DUP for the area of Bežanija (Blocks 61–63 and parts of Blocks 57, 57a, 60, and 62) in New
Belgrade [47]. Amendments to the DUP for Blocks 45 and 70 allowed residential and commercial
structures abutting the street to be built [48]. This permitted the first buildings of such a kind to be
constructed there. The number and size of commercial and retail premises on the ground floors of
residential buildings or in standalone small-scale shopping centers were suited to the rising importance
of small businesses. Amendments to the DUP for Blocks 61–64 allowed parcels zoned for development
to be created along street frontages; however, these remained undeveloped to the end of this period.
In this period, DUPs were developed only for the super-block fragments covering the area of 11.27 ha
in block 70 and 5.41 ha in block 45. Fragments were further subdivided into plots covering an area of
0.24–2.2 ha. The fragmentation that was induced in this first period only became more intense and more
evident, reaching its peak when news-stand shops were placed along the street as a manifestation of the
illicit trade and the 1990s sanctions. Even though the morphological unit in the planning documents
was reduced to a mixed-use plot (housing with small retail space), it was reduced to the scale of
newsstands in reality, which started to group in the narrow street area, especially at the intersections of
main roads.
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3.2.3. The Period of Transition: “Unquestionable” Projects

Belgrade lost the cachet of a metropolis following a decade of devastation. After 2000, strategic
development efforts were undertaken to position Belgrade amongst European cities as a major urban
center in southeastern Europe [49]. Regaining the status of a major European city and becoming
competitive with metropolises along the Danube became the key objectives of the General Master Plan
for Belgrade to 2021.

The political and economic security of investment was seen as a precondition for development.
Apart from creating an environment suitable for capital projects, the city was faced with the social
problems of a society in transition, issuance of retrospective planning permissions for structures
built in the preceding period, and re-assessment of instruments for implementing the GMP and
facilitating investment.

Social housing was planned at 58 sites to mitigate economic and social issues; two of these locations
were on Jurija Gagarina Street, in parts of Blocks 61 and 63. According to the GMP [49], eligibility
for social housing is determined by the city’s policy. The GMP reviewed the land-to-building ratio
of open-plan blocks and allowed densification (commercial structures were limited to 13 stories and
the permitted land-to-building ratio was up to 2.2). A public planning and architectural competition
was proposed for the design of Jurija Gagarina Street as an urban boulevard. It was suggested that
infrastructural facilities be removed from the street in a 2003 study entitled ‘Comprehensive assessment
of the Jurija Gagarina Street area’.

Amendments made to the GMP in 2009 allocated Jurija Gagarina the role of a commercial and
retail thoroughfare, allowing changes to the planned use of plots directly abutting the street to a depth
of 40 metres [50]. The General Regulation Plan [51] mandated the direct application of the GMP to the
entire observed area of Jurija Gagarina Street. This direct application required the issuance of extracts
from the GMP or confirmation of the compliance of urban design with the GMP, which shortened the
public inspection procedure and gave the public less say in the decision-making of expert committees.
A faster permitting procedure became the priority of planning practice, whilst the origin of investment
and projects remained beyond any questioning. The planning instrument for implementation of the
GMP in this period was the urban design project, developed for small areas that usually did not
exceed 1 ha. Plots in the narrow street area were subdivided into fragments of 0.25 ha with eight-story
residential buildings, creating new character areas along the street.

3.3. Fragmented Character of Open Block: Morphogenesis of Jurija Gagarina Street

Three stages of transformation of the super-block can be recognized in the morphogenesis of
Jurija Gagarina Street. These stages coincide with the three periods of socio-political change in
Serbia. The stage before the transformation was the initial phase in the development of the modernist
settlement in New Belgrade (Figure 3). Ownership of the land was collective (state or local community)
(Figure 3A). Collective housing was the dominant land-use, accompanied by amenities such as nursery
schools, elementary schools, local centers (e.g., administrative community centers), and sports and
culture (e.g., settlement centers) (Figure 3B). The street frontages of the residential blocks took a Brutalist
architectural appearance: residential towers along the southern side of the street and mega-structures
on the northern side of the observed section (Figure 3C). The integration of green and built areas
within the open-plan block was the dominant principle of the initial development pattern implemented
in this period (Figure 3D), as the protection of the environment was an integral part of the socialist
self-governmental restructuring of society [52].



Land 2019, 8, 174 11 of 21

Land 2019, 8, x FOR PEER REVIEW 11 of 22 

such as nursery schools, elementary schools, local centers (e.g., administrative community centers), 
and sports and culture (e.g., settlement centers) (Figure 3B). The street frontages of the residential 
blocks took a Brutalist architectural appearance: residential towers along the southern side of the 
street and mega-structures on the northern side of the observed section (Figure 3C). The integration 
of green and built areas within the open-plan block was the dominant principle of the initial 
development pattern implemented in this period (Figure 3D), as the protection of the environment 
was an integral part of the socialist self-governmental restructuring of society [52].  

 
Figure 3. Morphogenesis of Jurija Gagarina Street, initial phase: (A) Land ownership, (B) land-use, 
(C) built form, and (D) pattern of growth (source: authors). 

3.3.1. Socialist Self-Management Period: Abandoning of the Initial Character Area 

The first stage, placed in Period 1 (Figure 4), was marked by the first change of open-plan blocks 
within a free, undeveloped belt abutting Jurija Gagarina Street. The new development area was 
recognized in the unbuilt area of block 44, where the district center had been planned. The ownership 
of the land remained collective (state or local community) (Figure 4A). In this period, the priority of 
development was housing issue and supply services: a farmer’s market, a department store, and a 
shopping mall (block 44) (Figure 4B). The only structures built in the road frontage zone were 
intended for social use (a nursery school in Block 61, an elementary school in Block 62, and a 
commercial complex in Block 44) (Figure 4C). A section of the street frontage of Block 44 formed an 
exception to the initial pattern: the low-rise cubic-shaped structures occupying the frontage bore the 
hallmarks of postmodernism and consumerism (Figure 4D).  

Figure 3. Morphogenesis of Jurija Gagarina Street, initial phase: (A) Land ownership, (B) land-use,
(C) built form, and (D) pattern of growth (source: authors).

3.3.1. Socialist Self-Management Period: Abandoning of the Initial Character Area

The first stage, placed in Period 1 (Figure 4), was marked by the first change of open-plan blocks
within a free, undeveloped belt abutting Jurija Gagarina Street. The new development area was
recognized in the unbuilt area of block 44, where the district center had been planned. The ownership
of the land remained collective (state or local community) (Figure 4A). In this period, the priority of
development was housing issue and supply services: a farmer’s market, a department store, and a
shopping mall (block 44) (Figure 4B). The only structures built in the road frontage zone were intended
for social use (a nursery school in Block 61, an elementary school in Block 62, and a commercial
complex in Block 44) (Figure 4C). A section of the street frontage of Block 44 formed an exception to
the initial pattern: the low-rise cubic-shaped structures occupying the frontage bore the hallmarks of
postmodernism and consumerism (Figure 4D).
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3.3.2. The Break-up of Yugoslavia and Collapse of the Socialist System: Division of Character Areas

At the second stage of its morphogenesis (Figure 5), the observed section of the street witnessed
the fragmentation of plots and the construction of temporary and permanent structures occupying
the street frontage (Figure 5D). Ownership of the land became public or other forms of ownership
(state, common, or private) (Figure 5A), while land-use was planned as a mixed-use area (multi-family
housing with small businesses and services) (Figure 5B). Low-rise residential and commercial buildings
were constructed in Blocks 45 and 70, while a school and a new four-story residential complex were
erected in Block 64 (Figure 3C). Public spaces located at the corners of Blocks 45, 61, 62, and 70,
as well as the intersections between the main thoroughfare and side streets, became occupied by
informal structures.
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3.3.3. The Period of Transition: Insertion of New Character Areas

The filling-out of the street frontage was the main characteristic of the third stage of morphogenesis
(Figure 6). This process was initiated by the erection of petrol stations, followed by the construction
of predominantly residential buildings on plots initially envisaged for commercial use. This period
introduced two types of land ownership, divided into public or private (Figure 6A). In this period,
alienation of the public land was executed in favor of private investment in the housing market.
Land-use was planned as a mixed-use area with a dominant percentage of commercial facilities, while
the investments changed the ratio between housing and commercial functions in favor of multi-family
housing (Figure 6B). The enclosure of plots and the erection of six- and nine-story buildings in dense
rows altered both the character of the open-plan block and that of the street (Figure 6C). Instead of a
commercial road, this main thoroughfare of a residential area became occupied by structures dictated
by the market. The transformation of the super-block in this period introduced the third pattern of
growth—the plot—with structures erected along the build-to line and the maximum land-to-building
ratio (Figure 6D).
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3.4. Dynamics and Consequences

The change of land-use was observed through the relationship between different land-uses (see
Table 1): housing, commercial (central activities), and other additional uses (e.g., traffic, greenery, and
social infrastructure). In the first period, a balanced relationship between these uses can be noticed. In
the second period, additional uses became dominant. In the third period, additional uses were entirely
out of favor, with residential and commercial contents dominating.

The ratio change between built and unbuilt land was observed through the scope of the subject area
without taking into account the area covered by streets. It can be noticed that unbuilt land decreased
gradually over periods in the wake of newly built structures (Table 1). This land densification was
mainly concentrated on the street frontage; while, in the third period, the block corners were occupied.

As for the change of the land ownership status (Table 1); in the first phase, there was an almost
identical percentage of land owned by the state and land owned by the dwelling community. In the
second stage, the land that was previously owned by the community took a public (or other) status, thus
producing a state where, besides state ownership, public and collective ownership were introduced.
In the third stage, private land ownership was introduced, mainly for the most attractive locations,
such as the street frontage and block corners.

The change of area affected by new construction reveals that the construction area decreased
(Table 1). The scope of planned construction was twice as small in the first phase when compared to
the second, and three times lower if the first and third phases are compared. This can be explained by
the structure of the developers. The developer structures changed from the state as a leading developer
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in the first phase, to joint ventures of state-owned firms in the second phase and, finally, to private
capital in the third phase.

3.5. Identification of Neoliberal Mechanisms in the Transformation of Fragments of Jurija Gagarina Street

This part of the study provides a detailed overview of the neoliberal aspirations observable in
the urban form of the observed fragment of the street, traced through the moments of destruction and
moments of creation, as defined by Brenner and Theodore [1]. This analysis enabled visualization and
understanding of what was destructed (what disappeared and what was abandoned) and what was
created (new patterns) in the three different stages of development (see Table 2A,B). The structural
data and analysis interpretation not only allows us to acquire insight into the state of the analyzed
urban form, but also provides a platform for understanding the morphogenesis of the site.

Table 2. (A) Moments of destruction (source: authors). (B) Moments of creation (source: authors).

(A)

MOMENTS OF
DESTRUCTION STAGE ONE (Figure 1) STAGE TWO (Figure 2) STAGE THREE

(Figure 3)

Elimination and/or
intensified surveillance
of urban public spaces

Large-scale unbuilt
plots. Plans to build
services and central
facilities are abandoned
while narrow street areas
remain mainly
underdeveloped and are
used as public space
between the street and
buildings. The only
physical structures built
in the narrow street area
are educational (blocks
61 and 62) and
commercial facilities
(block 44).

Frontage and public
space subdivided.
Occupation of unused
surfaces in narrow street
area increases (blocks
45 and 70) and affects the
use of open space, which
becomes common, used
for parking spaces and
access roads to newly
built housing facilities.
The reduction of public
space at intersections
appears due to the illicit
trade (block 45, 62,
and 70).

Fragmentation of the
matrix.
Narrow street areas,
underused in stage one,
become exposed to the
aspiration to maximize
the profit of individual
developers. The open
street frontages of
super-blocks (blocks 61,
63, and 64) are closed by
lines of five to eight-story
buildings. Floor area
ratio ranges from
50–100% (block 64).

Retreat from
community-oriented
planning initiatives

Abandoning the idea of
community facilities.
Sports and cultural
centers of importance to
the district remain
unbuilt (block 44). The
priority becomes
consumerism: farmer’s
market, department
store, and shopping mall
(block 44).

Abandoning the idea of
local community
centers. Community
centers, garages, and
pedestrian underpasses
of super-block
importance remain
unbuilt (blocks 61 and
63). The priority
becomes
commercialization:
shopping mall, petrol
stations, residential
buildings with shops on
the ground floor, and
auto repair shop are built
(blocks 45, 61, 63,
and 70).

Abandoning the idea of
the open block.
Priority becomes
land-to-building ratio.
Plots intended for
community centers are
re-zoned to permit
housing development;
the final result is the
construction of
residential buildings
with retail space on the
ground floors (blocks 45,
61, 63, and 64).
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Table 2. Cont.

Destruction of
traditional
working-class
neighborhoods in order
to make way for
speculative
redevelopment

Distinction. New
structures are distinct
from neighboring blocks.
They differ in the
traditional working-class
standard: more
comfortable flats, lower
buildings, and a more
humane environment
and public spaces
(block 44).

Complementarity. The
decrease of social and
economic standards
justify the appearance of
informal structures
(block 62), small
rentable-scale retail
facilities (blocks 45 and
70), and private
recreational facilities
(block 62); physically
incompatible with the
initial concept of the area,
yet satisfying the needs
of the residents.

Conflict. The new
structures occupy
privileged positions
along the main street and
are contextually different
from existing residential
structures regarding the
urban form, social status,
lifestyle, culture, and age.
These new structures
enclose the courtyards
and confront the
privileged parts of
megastructures and
privileged social groups
of the previous social
system: military servants
and state officials
(blocks 61–64).

(B)

MOMENTS OF
CREATION STAGE ONE (Figure 1) STAGE TWO (Figure 2) STAGE THREE

(Figure 3)

Creation of new
privatized spaces for
elite/corporate
consumption

Large-scale unbuilt
plots. Most development
plots, constituting the
street frontage in the first
stage, range from
10.7–16.7 hectares in area
(blocks 61–64) and
5.4–10.2 hectares zoned
for public use divided
from residential blocks
by roads (45, 44, and 70).

Frontage divided. Plot
subdivision is developed
without consideration of
the importance of the
corner sites, both from
architectural and market
logic (blocks 45 and 70).
Corner plots are equal in
size (up to one hectare).
The largest plot (two
hectares) is positioned
along the main axis of
the residential block,
emphasizing its central
entryway. On the
contrary, temporary
informal structures for
illicit trade are situated
on the corners (blocks 45,
62, and 70).

Fragmentation of the
matrix.
Planned access roads for
unbuilt community
facilities become streets
for housing
developments for the
new elite. Plot
subdivision into
fragments ranging from
0.25–0.9 ha, both in the
narrow street area and
inner sections of the
block. To service all of
the newly created plots,
the street matrix is either
modified and extended
for private consumption
(block 63) or
appropriated (block 45).

‘Rolling forward’ of the
gentrification frontier
and the intensification
of socio-spatial
polarization

Stratification by status.
Although differences in
status are already
present under socialism,
they are not apparent in
the spatial segregation of
housing before the
construction of new
structures (block 44).

Polarization by status
and race. A section of
the street is referred to as
a ‘Chinatown’ (block 70),
indicating the differences
in race, status, economic
power, and character
from the rest of the
residential area of the
block. The street
frontage reveals both the
racial segregation and
declining economic
power of the residents.

Polarization by status.
The diversity of urban
structures, real estate
prices, and prices of
services offered in the
narrow street area
suggest segregation by
status.
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Table 2. Cont.

Construction of
large-scale
megaprojects intended
to attract corporate
investment and
reconfigure local
land-use patterns

The idea of the open
block is preserved.
Building form, land-use,
and pedestrian and
vehicular routes are
developed according to
the principles of the open
block pattern.

Fragmentation of open
block to the narrow
street area and rest of
the block.
Amendments to
planning documents deal
only with the narrow
street area separating it
from the rest of the block,
both as a morphological
and planning unit.

Fragmentation of
narrow street area.
Insertion of one urban
pattern into another.
New urban complexes
are constructed as
singular morphological
units within open-plan
blocks. Emphasis is
placed on market-driven
construction on corner
sites. This new pattern
prioritizes direct
vehicular access to new
facilities (predominantly
residential), resulting in
a conflict between
vehicular and
pedestrian routes.

4. Discussion and Conclusions

Tracing neoliberal aspirations in the morphogenesis of Jurija Gagarina Street through a detailed
analysis of its contextual framework, urban policies, and morphological transformation has revealed
the causes and means of fragmentation of the morphology of the superblock (Figure 7). Fragmentation
is the most perceivable through analysis of the character areas, which (in the first period) decreased
from the initial 115 ha to 36 ha. After the break-up of Yugoslavia and collapse of the socialist system, this
area was further reduced to 2 ha. In the period of democratic changes, the character area was brought
to the scale of a single plot ranging from 0.2–0.4 ha, a fragment only 0.17% of the initial character area.
This physical fragmentation was followed by the reduction of the roles and responsibilities of planners
and the reduction of the planning documents’ scope regarding the scale.

Detailed analysis of the moments of creation and destruction provide an insight into the locally-specific
manifestations of neoliberal mechanisms induced by urban policy changes (plan amendments on both
the macro and micro levels). The study has revealed that the transition from collective to private
land ownership in Serbia has caused four most distinguishable effects on the urban form in the
modernist settlement:

A—Densification and creation of new privatized spaces of exclusive consumption
Amendments to the GMP and DUP jointly enabled the creation of new privatized spaces of

elite/corporate consumption. First, the GMP enabled a higher built-up area ratio in the commercial
streets included in the location under study. This amendment further implied a change in perception
of unbuilt areas in the street frontage as sites for new construction, new uses, and higher built-up area
ratio, as a DUP had never been fully implemented. It is worth mentioning that the most attractive sites
were privatized and constructed only in the third period of morphogenesis, under new conditions
and a higher built-up ratio (intended for housing with commercial activities). As an epilogue, new
properties on the block corners exist as elite housing estates at present.

B—Intensification of socio-spatial polarization without necessarily producing gentrification
Changes in urban policies have gradually led to socio-spatial polarization, which is most clearly

seen through the strengthening of the small-scale businesses and their primacy over the public interest.
The conflict over collective resources is particularly evident, which dates back to the first period
of morphogenesis—the final phase of socialist self-management. The favorable conditions for the
development of small-scale businesses were further increased in the second period, through DUPs
which enabled the development of small business premises within collective housing (which were
subsequently privatized in the second phase). The third period of morphogenesis was dominated
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by construction based on private capital, perceivable through urban policies making numerous
compromises with developers and a reduced investment in public spaces and shared resources.
Consequently, the profits of developers became the sole principle for area development.

C—Reconfiguration of local land-use patterns
The specific configuration of the land-use pattern in the subject area was induced by the insertion

of a traditional city block pattern to open block one. The uniqueness lies in the occupation order of
the street frontage, which went from the plots located in the central area of the street frontage (in the
second period) to the occupation of the corners (in the third period). Intensification of the occupancy
of plots at the edges was supported by specific social housing policies introduced at the beginning of
the third period and changes in the built-up area ratios for the open block, introduced through several
amendments to the GMP. The central plots of the street frontage were planned for social housing, in
order to leave plots on the corners to be sold on the market (as they allowed a higher built-up area
ratio).

D—Withdrawal from community-oriented planning initiatives toward efficient planning services
A gradual departure from traditional community-oriented planning, specifically in the New

Belgrade area, can be traced through the analysis of land-use changes in the DUPs. In the first period,
the idea of community facilities was abandoned, while in the second period the idea of local community
centers was abandoned as well. As a result, housing was the dominant land-use, with no additional
facilities. In the third period, the idea of the open block was completely abandoned, followed by the
usurpation of public spaces intended for the community.
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As it cannot be said that neoliberal capitalism has been fully established in Serbia—since the
institutions of such a system have not yet been established [53,54]—one can only speak about neoliberal
ambitions, aspirations, and values that have influenced the dominant patterns of city development.
This research reveals that these aspirations are not just of recent influence, but have been present
in Serbia since the socialist system of self-government; they can be identified in all three analyzed
periods. What is particularly important to emphasize is the role of urban policies in legitimizing
neoliberal values.

Morphological studies usually deal with the change of urban form, identifying the time when the
change occurred and the extent of the transformation. This research differs from these usual studies, as
the periods were derived based on an analysis of the institutional framework, while the change in
urban form was discerned by an analysis of changes in land ownership and land-use. On the other
hand, observing the studies predominantly concerned with the analysis of the institutional framework
and changes in the planning system, this research stands out as it strives to identify, monitor, and
present the changes using spatial parameters found through a particular case study.

Future research could build on the findings in this paper, considering and comparing more
directly the implications of the neoliberal aspirations on specific sites in both post-socialist and global
capitalist countries.
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19. Zeković, S.; Vujošević, M. Construction land and urban development policy in Serbia: Impact of key
contextual factors. In A Support to Urban Development Process; Bolay, I.J., Maričić, T., Zeković, S., Eds.; EPFL &
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46. DUP. Detaljan Urbanistički Plan Blokova 45 i 70 na Novom Beogradu [Detailed Urban Plans for the Parts of Blocks 45
and 70 in New Belgrade]; Sl. list Beograda br. 9/66; Grad Beograd: Belgrade, Serbia, 1966.
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49. GMP. Generalni Urbanistički Plan Beograda 2021 [General Master Plan for Belgrade to 2021]; Sl.list Beograda br.
27/03; Grad Beograd: Belgrade, Serbia, 2003.
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