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Fig. 3: Public protests against the Belgrade Waterfront project / Source: Kamerades (https:// 
nedavimobeograd.wordpress.com)

As the civil sector organizations reacted against the dominant political narrative, and 
as their voice was more influential than that of the professional community, the next 
section elucidates the position of the civil sector in Serbian spatial governance.

4 The role of the civil sector in spatial governance in Serbia

This section focuses on the critical analysis of the possibilities and limitations of the 
civil sector’s participation in spatially relevant decision-making processes in Serbia. 
The analysis has been carried out in three steps. In order to define logical and contex-
tually relevant guidelines for the transformation of the spatial planning approach in 
Serbia (as the main aim of this paper), the overview of European policies on spatial 
planning observed through the lens of the civil sector’s position in spatial issues is first 
briefly presented. This is followed by an analysis of the legislative and regulatory 
framework of spatial planning (and other relevant domains) in Serbia, again clarifying 
the position of the civil sector. Finally, the institutional framework is presented, focus-
ing on the public-sector bodies responsible for establishing close cooperation with the 
civil sector organizations, as well as on the activities of some of these organizations. 
The critical assessment of the current situation is achieved not only by analyzing the 
primary sources (relevant laws and strategies), but also through an overview of the 
secondary literature in the domain. 
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4.1 The civil sector in European spatial policies

Current European spatial development policies are oriented towards the intensive 
involvement of the civil sector, civic initiatives and civil society organizations3 in deci-
sion-making processes important for activating local spatial potential and resources. 
As a consequence, the creation of partnership relations between the public and the 
civil sector is emerging, and is followed by the abandonment of top-down approach-
es in favor of more participatory and bottom-up approaches in policy implementa-
tion. 

Within a framework of the European Spatial Development Perspective (CSD 1999), as 
a first comprehensive European spatial planning policy, priority is given to new forms 
of partnership and governance through the intensive and continuous collaboration of 
various stakeholders important for spatial development (public sector, local and re-
gional administrations, professional associations, local and regional entrepreneurs, 
and civil society organizations).

The importance of involving the civil sector in decision-making processes is also rec-
ognized in the European Parliament Resolution entitled Urban Dimension of Cohesion 
Policy (EP 2009). The resolution highlights the importance of the bottom-up princi-
ples in the implementation of urban policies, and the strengthening of vertical and 
horizontal governance, as well as partnerships and communication between all three 
sectors – public, private and civil.

The projects of the Seventh Framework Program of the European Union (FP7) also 
emphasize the importance of civil-public partnership, as states are not efficient in 
providing heterogeneous services, and are often unable to cover the full spectrum of 
heterogeneous needs of citizens (AUGUR 2012). The local and state authorities do not 
manage to cover the diverse needs of the urban population with the available urban 
infrastructure, so the modified management model should include the direct experi-
ence and knowledge of citizens and civil society organizations (Durant/Fiorino/Oleary 
2004). More precisely, the new management model implies the involvement of non-
state actors in shaping public policies through the participatory activism of the civil 
sector (Petrović 2012). Most importantly, a civil-public partnership model represents 
a new regime of regulation that does not assume the withdrawal of the state actors, 
but raises the issue of efficiency and effectiveness of public policy in a new way (Petro-
vić 2012).

3  Viktor Perez-Diaz defines three categories in which the concept of civil society is interpreted today. 
First, the most important is the type of society in which there is the rule of law, the economy based 
on market principles, social pluralism, responsible authority, and the independent public sphere. 
The notion of a ‘democratic society’ would be a synonym for this first category. Another, narrow 
definition refers to those parts of society that do not belong to the state, but include the economy, 
the market, the public sphere and citizens’ associations, or ‘non-governmental civil society’. The 
third and lowest category excludes power, the economy and the market from its content. The con-
cept of civil society is thus linked to new social movements, the non-profit and non-governmental 
sector and the autonomous public sphere with independent institutions (Perez-Dias in Paunović 
2013: 7–8).
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Within the Urban Agenda for the EU (EC 2016), the EU, in a number of cross-cutting 
issues and principles, also recognizes the importance of effective urban governance 
and integrated and participatory policy-making highlighting citizens’ participation and 
new models of governance. The overall objective is directed towards participatory 
city development, i. e. by gathering relevant stakeholders and strengthening democra-
cy through increased participation of the general public in long, mid- and short-term 
urban planning and design processes. The emphasis is on the complete city develop-
ment, whereas the integral process and participation are seen as the guiding princi-
ples that ultimately can bring livelier, more comfortable and stronger cities.

In order to achieve the effective participation and engagement of the civil sector in the 
domain of spatial and urban policies, it is necessary for all the involved actors to have 
equal access to available and accessible resources. Elements that favorably affect the 
quality of the partnership are (Mišković/Vidović/Žuvela 2015; SEEDS 2015): 

 > Active participation of all partners from the very beginning; 

 > Trust between partners and consensus on a shared vision and goals; 

 > Commitment to the partnership; 

 > Partnership launched in an area with a tradition of civic activism in the communi-
ty;

 > Transparent relationship of decision-making; 

 > The activities initiated by the partnership should focus on achieving visible results;

 > The existence of flexibility in adapting to the needs of the community;

 > The existence of adequate resources; 

 > Clearly defined roles and responsibilities; and

 > Secured source of funds. 

Elements that negatively affect the quality of the partnership are recognized through:

 > Setting unrealistic goals; 

 > Interventions that are incompatible with the needs of the community; 

 > Small contribution to the provision of services; 

 > Unclear direction of action; 

 > Legislative obstacles or obstacles to labor policies; 
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 > A situation in which only individual stakeholders benefit from the partnership; and

 > Lack of financial resources.

Finally, the transformation of the legislative framework influences the process of ur-
ban development management, which creates the capacity for collaborative strategic 
action, i. e. for the adoption of specific management and governance practices.

4.2 The civil sector in spatial governance: Serbian regulatory framework 

Regarding spatial development management in Serbia, the planning documents and 
the legislative framework emphasize the importance of decentralization for balanced 
development, i. e. the interpretation of this principle as a key one, which influences the 
extent of activation of territorial capital at the local and regional levels.4 Namely, after 
the political changes in 2000, there was progress in the domain of decentralization 
and strengthening the role of local governments. Thus, the Act on Local Self-Govern-
ment (OG RS 129/2007, 83/2014) regulates the competencies, bodies and responsibil-
ities of local self-government units, and they can manage public affairs of direct, com-
mon and general interest for the local population. This law also regulates the scope of 
the budget and the financing of local self-government, as well as property rights, i. e. 
the recognition of their own property, which can be independently managed in accor-
dance with the law. Nevertheless, the authorities in the area of spatial and urban de-
velopment comment that regardless of the large number of documents adopted in 
this area, due to the unstable transitional period Serbia is faced with, there are no 
great effects on spatial development practice (Stojkov 2011; Vujošević 2012; Petrović 
2012; Nedović-Budić/Zeković/Vujošević 2012). More precisely, the inefficiency of the 
power distribution lies with the central/national political elite, which prevents the local 
governments from developing as autonomous political entities (Petrović 2012).

Citizens’ participation in the spatial planning decision-making process is regulated by 
the latest Act on Planning and Construction (OG RS 145/2014) within which, for the 
first time, article 45a. introduces an institute of early public insight. Early public insight 
and public insight are the only prescribed formal instruments of citizen participation 
in the planning system in Serbia. Thus, the formal involvement of the public in the 
phase of evaluating the draft proposal takes place twice. However, the instrument of 
early public insight has not been clarified in detail, so without the development of ad-
equate mechanisms for citizen involvement, very low civil society interest in spatial 

4  Serbia as a nation state has a clear administrative and territorial organization, while these aspects 
mutually do not coincide. In administrative terms, Serbia is divided into two levels (nation state and 
local level), while territorial segregation involves the state, region (province) and municipality lev-
els. According to the Constitution of Serbia (OG RS 98/2006), regions (provinces) are not recog-
nized as administrative entities, however, their territorial organization is covered by the Constitu-
tion as well as the Act on Territorial Organization of the Republic of Serbia (OG RS 129/2007, 
18/2016), which includes differentiation on various levels: municipalities, cities and the City of Bel-
grade as territorial units, as well as autonomous provinces as territorial autonomies. Moreover, the 
Act on Regional Development (OG RS 89/2015) prescribes the principle of subsidiarity in order to 
foster regional and local development.



284 12  _  S PAT I A L A N D T R A N S P O R T I N F R A S T R U C T U R E D E V ELO PM EN T I N EU R O PE

and urban development could be expected. Also, even when the institute of public 
insight (2003) was first introduced, there was no significant progress in citizens’ par-
ticipation as the involvement of the public was totally dependent on planners’ atti-
tudes, i. e. there was no clear idea about the significance of public insight for spatial 
planning decision-making (Stojkov 2011: 12).

The Spatial Plan of the Republic of Serbia from 2010 to 2020 (OG RS 88/2010) clearly 
emphasizes the need for raising awareness among citizens, investors and administra-
tion at all the territorial levels in order to regulate sustainable spatial development. 
Therefore, the document recognizes elements of European policies on spatial devel-
opment management through introducing terms such as: territorial capital, sustain-
able spatial development, spatial integration, social inclusion, territorial/regional de-
centralization, and functional urban areas (OG RS 88/2010). More precisely, some 
visions identified in the Spatial Plan are: 1) active implementation of the spatial devel-
opment policy by public participation, through the permanent education of citizens 
and administration, 2) development of instruments for directing the activities of spa-
tial planning, and 3) development of service functions (agencies, or non-profit orga-
nizations) at the municipal and/or city level in order to consolidate all actors of spatial 
development. In the context of institutional responsibility, the plan requires the devel-
opment of legally stipulated, but also locally conditioned informal forms of participa-
tion in the decision-making process (citizens and their associations, spatial develop-
ment actors, associations and political parties), which resolves the conflict concerning 
a public-private relationship and generates support for policy implementation, strate-
gies and plans that are adopted in this way. Thus, the Plan states that “the welfare 
should be on the side of citizens as conscious and active participants in the develop-
ment of the territory they live in, which implies both the territory of the local commu-
nity and the state in which the community is located. Therefore, it is necessary for 
citizens to have the possibility, right and obligation to decide on the spatial develop-
ment of their territory, but also to participate in deciding on the spatial development 
of their region and state” (OG RS 88/2010).

4.3 The civil sector in spatial governance: Serbian institutional framework

In order to improve cooperation with the civil sector, a national body – the Office for 
Cooperation with the Civil Sector of the Republic of Serbia – was established.5 The 
Office is responsible for the harmonized functioning of the state administration bod-
ies as well as promoting cooperation between the administration at the national level 
and associations and other civil society organizations. The scope of its work includes 
information, support programs and strengthening the capacities of civil society, as 
well as ensuring the cooperation of state bodies, bodies of provinces, municipalities, 
cities and the city of Belgrade with the civil sector. In addition to the aforementioned 
competences, this office has no direct connection with the urban and spatial planning 
system (Čukić 2016).

5  The body was established based on the Regulation concerning the Office for Cooperation with the 
Civil Sector (OG RS 26/2010).
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At the city level, the institution responsible for creating and implementing planning 
solutions and instruments is the Urban Planning Institute. Yet, due to strong ties with 
political actors, this institution avoids the introduction of various forms of participa-
tion, e. g. active participation of citizens and the civil sector in the process of plan 
preparation, as well as in the post-planning period of implementing the proposed solu-
tions. Participation of the civil sector is very rare and extremely spontaneous without 
any idea of its importance and possible role in the preparation of plans, while citizens 
are included as objects rather than planning entities, i. e. they are formally involved at 
the end of the planning process instead of its beginning. 

Another feature of the contemporary planning process in Serbia is the simulation of 
participation. To illustrate this, a few activities of the abovementioned initiative ‘Don’t 
let Belgrade d(r)own’ (directed against the BW project) are shown. The first public 
action of the initiative was to submit objections regarding the changes to the Master 
Plan of Belgrade (OG CB 70/2014). To this purpose, members of the collective ‘Minis-
try of Space’ (Ministarstvo prostora) invited the citizens of Belgrade to a workshop 
where they were joined by young professionals from different fields, and together 
analyzed the proposed changes. Based on the ensuing discussion, the participants 
composed a report made of objections. As a result, the citizens of Belgrade filed over 
3,000 complaints to proposed changes. During the public insight, over 200 people 
came to discuss these complaints with the representatives of the city authorities and 
professional institutions. This session lasted for more than 6 hours, but all of the com-
plaints were rejected, or only superficially taken into consideration, thus giving the 
citizens a valuable lesson on existing democratic participatory tools that proved to be 
only a simulation without any real effective power. 

Several months later, the activists of the ‘Don’t let Belgrade d(r)own’ initiative (now 
officially formed and much more numerable) opted for different tactics to oppose the 
new Plan for the Area of Specific Use (OG RS 7/2015) for the site of Sava Amphithe-
atre. Although proposed by the Urban Planning Institute of Belgrade, the new Spatial 
Plan contravened the current laws (Čukić/Sekulić/Slavković et al. 2015). The new plan 
aimed at legalizing the design previously shown on the model of the BW project, un-
covered at a ceremony several months earlier to show the direction in which the new 
identity of Belgrade was to be developed. This new identity was envisioned by an 
anonymous author, without prior consultation with the professional organizations or 
with the citizens of Belgrade. The activists of the ‘Don’t let Belgrade d(r)own’ chose 
not to give legitimacy to a process that was itself illegal. In one of their acts called 
‘Operation lifebelt’, the activists were equipped with inflatable arm bands and life-
belts, they threw beach balls to each other and sang songs about Belgrade, all in order 
to interrupt the public insight session (Fig. 4). Contrary to their expectations, and 
despite the noise, the interruption did not occur. Instead, the members of the planning 
commission continued their work, complaints were again rejected, and the session 
was deemed successful. Once again, this has proven the total impermeability of the 
stakeholders to any form of public debate. 
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Fig. 4: Public debate in the Belgrade City Hall / Source: Kamerades(https://nedavimobeograd.wordpress.
com)

5 Concluding remarks

By analyzing the institutional and regulatory context, it can be concluded that Serbia 
is characterized by a lack of harmonization of urban policies and an unbalanced level 
of their implementation, as a consequence of transforming its socio-economic sys-
tem. Institutionally, the scarcity of relevant offices or agencies at the local and region-
al levels makes it impossible to achieve the objectives set by the Spatial Plan and other 
development strategies. Thus, lack of a competent body with clearly defined compe-
tencies in urban development, which would support citizens’ involvement in planning 
decision-making, creates conditions for non-transparent and closed procedures. 

Despite the legislation which defines the levels of territorial governance (OG RS 
129/2007, 83/2014), vertical cooperation does not exist to a sufficient extent. The ab-
sence of a regional government level as well as the closure of the Republic Agency for 
Spatial Planning affects the quality of vertical collaboration and monitoring of spatial 
planning. Namely, the Spatial Plan (OG RS 88/2010) recognizes that the lack of a 
mid-governance level in the planning system significantly contributes to the non-coor-
dination of the vertical and horizontal system, and lack of an integral approach. Al-
though the Act on Spatial Plan (OG RS 88/2010) clearly stipulates the cooperation and 
implementation between efficient and responsible governance levels, with an empha-
sis placed at the regional and local levels, in practice there is no active implementation 
of this and the following laws: the Act on Territorial Organization of the Republic of 
Serbia (OG RS 129/2007), and the Act on Regional Development (OG RS 89/2015), 
which, in addition to the principles of decentralization and subsidiarity, prescribes 
partnership and synergy between the public, private and civil sectors.
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By analyzing the planning system and the legislative framework in Serbia, it is conclud-
ed that mechanisms for the implementation and formalization of the civil sector’s par-
ticipation have not yet found an appropriate place in the regulatory framework. More-
over, the lack of appropriate mechanisms, inconsistencies in the legislative and 
regulatory framework, as well as strong conflict between laws and by-laws (Čukić 
2016) creates conditions for abuse, non-transparent and corruptive actions. The anal-
ysis of various documents shows the following:

1 The Spatial Plan of the Republic of Serbia (OG RS 88/2010) instructs the promo-
tion of local initiatives, i. e. educational, social and cultural services and activities 
adjust to the needs and interests of the local population. The same document rec-
ommends the introduction of incentive measures for the active involvement of 
citizens and civil society organizations in planning, and the organization of part-
nerships between the local authorities and civil society organizations. However, 
the lack of concrete measures and mechanisms points to a declarative commit-
ment to both the development of partnerships and involvement of the civil sector, 
which is further confirmed by insufficiently encouraging results in practice.

2 The abovementioned strategic documents recognize the need for sustainable spa-
tial development by the means of increasing efficiency and accountability in the 
use, management and improvement of space. More precisely, there is a need to 
identify the real needs of citizens, ensuring protection of the public interest, and 
ensuring the participation of the civil sector in the decision-making process. How-
ever, participation in planning is established through a formal legal process condi-
tioned by the nature of the plan, which ensures minimum conditions for citizen 
participation in the planning process. According to the Act on Planning and Con-
struction (OG RS 145/2014), institutes of early public insight and public insight are 
the only possibility for citizens to get involved in the planning process. Thus, the 
provisions defining these processes satisfy the formal notification criteria rather 
than essential participation in the planning process. Also, among the disadvantag-
es of the abovementioned law is the lack of feedback between the public and the 
civil sectors. Feedback gives insight into ideas, suggestions and remarks, and af-
fects the creation of trust and mutual respect, which would certainly lead to in-
creased forms of cooperation. 

3 At the local level, non-formal mechanisms and techniques of active participation 
are usually not used, i. e. their implementation depends on the goodwill of the indi-
viduals from the competent administration. The discouraging results in practice 
point to the conclusion that the public-sector actors do not have developed mech-
anisms or relations with members of the civil sector, and vice versa. Although some 
legal frameworks and strategic guidelines support citizens’ initiatives in local devel-
opment, empirical data show that this has not led to the expected effect of imple-
mentation of the initiative (Čukić 2013, 2016).

The previous analysis leads to the identification of two key measures for transform-
ing the planning process in Serbia, viewed through the lens of the civil sector’s role 
and participation in spatial governance. Bearing the consequences of the slow transi-
tion in mind, Serbia still faces proto-democracy as a form of social system (Vujo-
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šević/Zeković/Maričić 2012), with planning policies only declaratively promoting col-
laboration and deliberation (Perić/Miljuš 2017), while, essentially, their formulation 
and implementation is still strongly influenced by the hierarchical (top-down) ap-
proach to planning decision-making. To instrumentalize civil sector practices, and in 
order to achieve stable and long-term solutions important for spatial and urban de-
velopment in Serbia, the following measures are set out:

 > Intensive partnership between the public and the civil sector. This form of 
synergy is crucial for the transparency of the planning process, which thus re-
mains under the control of the general public, while the civil sector becomes an 
important element in establishing the new governance arrangements.

 > Strengthening the role of local self-government in cooperation with the civil 
sector. Local self-government appears as a key player for efficient spatial develop-
ment and cooperation with the civil sector.

These measures can be achieved in decentralized governance systems through the 
change of procedural approach and planning regulations. Namely, by decentralization 
it is possible to avoid a political monopoly over urban development, which at the same 
time must follow the differentiation of political from professional and administrative 
positions. In addition, important elements for new governance arrangements and the 
civil-public partnerships strongly depend on democratic social context, organized civ-
il society and capacity to advocate urban policy practices. Thus, changes in planning 
instruments and governance mechanisms towards the implementation of civil sector 
practices in spatial policies depend on political, professional and social will, as well as 
readiness to change the decision-making system.

A democratized structure of governance and decision-making is realized when there is 
trust built between the political elites, the profession and the citizens. In this way, it is 
possible for concrete decisions to be applied to the specific needs of citizens, thus 
raising the level of motivation for participation in the decision-making process regard-
ing the needs of the local community. Also, what further influences the decision-mak-
ing system and governance in the common interest is the strong role of the civil sector 
and its capacity to become a vital partner. Therefore, the improvement of spatial plan-
ning policies and practices will depend on a model that enables citizens to control 
spatial governance, i. e. a civil-public partnership model that will influence the change 
of urban development policies.
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The Orient/East-Med Corridor is a key north-south transport corridor for Europe. Over its 
length of more than 2,500 km, it connects the seaports of northern Germany with the Danube 
ports and Greek seaports. Seven capitals of EU member states are directly interlinked by the 
Corridor. At present however, it has genuine shortcomings in several aspects. The interna-
tional working group “Spatial and Transport Development in European Corridors: Example 
Corridor 22, Hamburg–Athens” (2015–2018) trace the conditions for large scale, corridor ori-
ented spatial and transport development in Europe and in particular along the Orient/East-
Med Corridor. The contributions in the anthology also focus on the importance of transna-
tional initiatives in Europe and on territorial effects of transport policies. These topics are 
illustrated by analyses of current transport initiatives and urban developments at the most 
important nodes along the Corridor, so called Hot-Spots. During the work process, the au-
thors asked themselves, if and how a strategy for the Corridor can take effect for an integrated 
spatial and transport development between Hamburg and Athens. The common answer is 
clear: A strategy for the Orient/East-Med Corridor allows the organization of a more balanced 
flow of goods throughout Europe in the long run. In the southeast section, enormous land 
reserves in the close vicinity of railway stations can be activated for urban development. 
Strengthening the Corridor’s infrastructure thus has a huge potential to trigger spatial devel-
opment and ultimately contribute to territorial and social cohesion throughout Europe.




