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Spatial planner, Project leader, GIZ/AMBERO-ICON Project ’’Strengthening of 
locallandmanagement in Serbia’’, Kralja Milana 23/VI Belgrade, mueller@ambero.de 

ABSTRACT 

New participation methods have been tested under the GIZ (Deutsche Gesellschaft für 
Internationale Zusammenarbeit GmbH) Project ‘’Strengthening of local land 
management in Serbia’’ within seven pilot projects in local communities during the 
year 2011/12. The main goal of the project was to introduce new market-oriented 
planning instruments. This paper presents initial results based on experiences from 
the project implementation and interviews with local planners engaged. Pilot projects 
are comprised of different scenarios of urban development planning. These were 
used to test involvement of stakeholders and citizen engagement in planning process 
of the new residential area, residential commercial zone, brownfield site 
development, new tourist area and urban renewal, inner city development and 
preparation of strategic environmental impact assessments (SEIA). They are 
concerned with both formal and informal planning procedures. One part of the project 
is focused on evaluation of expected results and positioning of early participation of 
citizens, public enterprises and institutions, investors and future users within the 
existing planning process. The expected result of the project is to propose the 
involvement of early participation and change of the legal framework. The examples 
from practice and statements of the participants (urban, spatial and environmental 
planners), suggest that the formal planning framework does not represent an 
obstacle for introduction of participation. Citizen participation and stakeholder 
involvement were applied to achieve more significant effects of urban planning and 
more certain implementation of plans, as well as to provide social legitimacy and 
better coordination of decisions. 

Keywords: results of participation, experts’ (perspective) interview, urban planning, 
local land management, Serbia 

INTRODUCTION 

New participation methods have been tested under the GIZ project ‘’Strengthening of 
local land management in Serbia’’ within seven pilot local communities during the 
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year 2011/12. The goal of the project was to introduce new market-oriented 
planning instruments.  

The task of GIZ project was to point out the possibilities for improving participation, 
and with that enhancing of urban planning quality in Serbia, based on the elaboration 
of more realistic and more feasible plans and accomplishment of greater social 
legitimacy of planning. Furthermore, the expected result was to incorporate early 
participation into the legal framework.  

CITIZEN PARTICIPATION AND STAKEHOLDER INVOLVEMENT  

Public participation contributes to the formation of an active citizen body, influences 
the development of personal skills and social awareness, and enhances to the 
establishment of new relationships and displacement of power and resources in 
governing local and urban development. Involvement of stakeholders enables 
recognizing interests and influences, creates an opportunity for a timely resolution 
of conflicts and contributes to a more realistic and effective planning. 

Different scenarios of urban development planning were implemented under the 
project. They were used to test:  

1) earlier involvement of stakeholders and citizen engagement in the formal urban 
development planning process of a new residential area, a residential commercial 
zone, a brownfield site, a new tourist area and urban renewal, as well as in the 
preparation of the strategic environmental impact assessment report (SEIA);  

2) implementation of various active participation methods, consultation and 
information throughout the whole process of elaboration of integrated urban 
development strategies, which is a new planning instrument in Serbia. 

Outlined participation methods have been implemented in 7 Serbian cities and 
municipalities during the year 2011/2012. A variety of methods has been included 
and adjusted to local conditions and needs, from informing and consultation to 
active participation. Among new information methods the following were tested: 
newsletters, internet advertising, panels, info point, and conference. The new 
consultation methods were the following: discussion groups, survey (with feedback), 
internet consultations, and choice catalogue. Finally, the most challenging were the 
active participation methods which included: workshop, design workshop, world 
café, visioning, ideas competition, round table and ‘’speak out’’. 

Besides citizens, other stakeholders were also involved in the planning process – 
local authority representatives, public enterprises and institutions, investors, 
nongovernmental and civic based organizations.  

Special novelty in Serbian practice represents the introduction of the applied 
examples of methods of citizen participation in the early stages of urban planning 
process, and the examples of participation throughout the whole process of 
strategic urban development planning. 
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Table 28: Pilot projects for testing stakeholder involvement and citizen participation  

Pilot projects Scenarios Informal participation 
DRP for the new 
residential area “Resava”, 
Despotovac 

New residential area 
development 

discussion groups, workshop, 
conference, info point, newsletters, 
choice catalogue

DRP270 for development of 
the commercial residential 
zone “Jugovo”,  Kladovo

Development of a new 
commercial residential 
zone 

discussion groups, workshop, 
conference, exhibition panels 

GRP271 “Industrial Zone – 
Sport Airfield”, Kraljevo

Brownfield site 
development

discussion groups, workshop, 
conference, internet advertising

DRP for a new marina, 
Smederevo 

Urban renewal and 
tourist attraction 
development

discussion groups, workshop, 
conference 

DRP for development of 
the tourist area “Rajkovo”, 
Majdanpek 

Tourist area 
development and 
protection of natural 
resources 

discussion groups, workshop, 
conference, internet advertising, 
newsletters, ‘’speak out’’ 

SEIA272 for a new 
residential area, 
Despotovac; SEIA for a 
tourist area, Majdanpek

SEIA/ 
Strategic environmental  
impact assessment 

discussion groups, workshop, round 
table, info point, choice catalogue 

Integrated Urban 
Development Strategy for 
the inner city area, 
Kragujevac, Užice 

Integrated urban 
development of an 
inner city area 

discussion groups, workshop, 
design workshop, survey, ideas 
competition, visioning, world café, 
conference, internet consultations, 
exhibition panels

POSITIONING OF EARLY PARTICIPATION  

One part of the project was focused on evaluation of expected results and 
positioning of early participation of citizens, public enterprises and institutions, 
investors and future users within the existing planning process. Pilot projects were 
used to test the use of early participation in several planning process steps: before 
Resolution on formulation of urban plan; after Resolution, and before the Pre-draft 
(Concept plan); and after Pre-draft (Concept plan), and before the Draft plan. 

Among the requirements for democratization of the planning process, the project 
aimed to incorporate participation as early as possible in order to better recognize 
the problems, minimize the conflicts and get more realistic plan. International legal 
experiences have shown that early participation (public involvement) appears in the 
phase between concept and draft plan, but it can be included even before, according 
to the needs.   

 
                                                           
270DRP- Detailed Regulation Plan 
271GRP- General Regulation Plan 
272SEIA- Strategic Environment Impact Assessment. 
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Proposal for change of the legal framework 

When it comes to changes in legal framework, what are the expectations? In 
planning, there is a demand for the democratic principles that are represented in 
planning procedures, protection of the public interest, involvement of all 
stakeholders, and protection of the so-called third parties. In the field of 
participation, expected steps forward have been addressed as the following: more 
effective coordination of activities with cross-sectoral spatial dimension, as well as 
more effective participation of the local community and other stakeholders. 

The Serbian planning legislation traditionally handles participation through defined 
mechanisms, methods and procedures. These procedures are mainly related to the 
legal procedure where participation primarily contributes to the legal certainty of the 
planning procedure and the involved parties.  

Relying on the experience of current practice one of the interviewed urban planners 
comments the present situation where the ’’legal framework does not actually 
recognize the need for participation of all stakeholders’’, even more involvement of 
stakeholders is considered as ’’additional complication resulting in further extension 
of the already long procedures and therewith reduced to the level of the good will and 
professional approach of the urban planners in charge’’.  

The innovation is that the participatory approach is now also oriented towards 
identification and involvement of all interested and influential parties, the problem 
overview and conflict minimization as well as verification and definition of planning 
proposals.  

The goal of participation is not to dispute the technical norm but to ensure its 
verification and social legitimacy. With reference to the public inquiry into the Draft 
Plan, which takes place at the very end of the planning process, the position of 
participation in that way becomes multileveled.  

Regarding the actual situation within practice and the possibilities linked to the 
introduction of early participation, one of the interviewed participants stresses the 
importance of imposing early participation through legal framework. Additionally, he 
notices that besides being proscribed in the law ‘’more active participation has to be 
nurtured, because it unquestionably leads to better results in urban planning’’.  

The examples tested in practice pointed out the steps forward and the possibilities 
for improvement of the current formal procedure. During the development of the 
Draft Law on Planning and Construction in the year 2013 it was suggested that early 
participation should be introduced into the law. The legislator accepted the proposal 
and the regulations regarding early participation were introduced to the Draft Law. 
One of the reasons for accepting the novelties lies on the comments of experts who 
took part in participatory planning. In the next chapter we address their views and 
how they recognized their experience and commented the results of planning.  
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EXPERTS’ OPINION ON RESULTS OF PARTICIPATION IN URBAN PLANNING  

In 2012, after finished planning procedures, urban, spatial and environmental 
planners were interviewed. In addition to the interview questions, which were 
related to the manner in which the participation has been treated and implemented 
in practice, they expressed their opinion on the way how they see the results of the 
application of new methods of participation in the pilot test projects. Practical 
experience gained proved to be an impetus and encouragement for their views. 
Local planners recognized results as the following: better identification of problems, 
generating ideas and evaluation of the proposals, improvement in work with 
citizens, increase of legitimacy, establishing cooperation between organizations, 
activating commercial and non-profit sector, and a new perception of “alternative” 
way of planning. 

Identification of problems, generating ideas and evaluation of proposals 

Involving stakeholders in a way to express their views and express them publicly 
through discussion and shared assessment provides open field for gaining 
knowledge. To develop ideas in a collaborative process enables the recognition, 
memory and learning about the problems and goals, as well as of the individual and 
common attitudes and values (Forester, 1999). 

One of the interviewed planners, who took part in Integrated Urban Development 
Strategy elaboration, stressed the importance of participatory approach which 
enabled an ’’emphasising of all existing problems and unveiling them additionally’’. 
After the visioning exercise in Uzice, local planner, obviously excited about the new 
experience, stated the following: ‘‘I can honestly tell you, for us this was something 
completely innovative, completely different. So far urban planning has been, in a way, 
introverted and focused only on its own practice. For the first time we, professionals, 
are learning how to engage others in a fully active way, and how to jointly plan city 
development by accepting suggestions and comments.”  

Based on experiences within the ’’speak out’’ method in Majdanpek, interviewed  
planner recognized that ’’the most of the new things he heard came from people 
who are organized, who belong to some groups, clubs, associations, those who 
have articulated wants and needs’’, and whose ideas and suggestions were ‘’very 
clear and concrete’’. Another important notice he made on the ‘’ possibility to involve 
the interested parties during the ongoing process to verify the proposed solutions’’, 
while the verification should be organized in the ‘’form of public inquiry, in order to 
prevent possible conflict’’. 

Improvements in working with citizens 

Public participation is not a novelty in planning practice in Serbia. But comparing the 
current practice and experiences gained in testing different methods of informing, 
consultation and active citizen engagement in evaluation of planning proposals 
under ‘’choice catalogue’’ method, the local planner points out the weakness of 
current procedure -’’ public inquiry does not provide the opportunity for the 
appropriate level of citizen participation because many actors are often uninformed 
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about this participatory event’’. Having in mind practical experience in use of info 
point, flyer and direct discussions with citizens, he proposed ‘’additional informing of 
citizens by letters’’ and their earlier involvement - ‘’all owners of properties covered 
by the planning document’’. It is important to mention that planner recognized the 
‘’organization of a couple of meetings with citizens to discuss the basic ideas and 
development directions”. On the same pilot exercise in Despotovac the interviewed 
ecologist ‘’confirms’’ the necessity of ‘’involvement of the citizens at the early stages 
of the plan elaboration, and especially at the early stages of conducting SEIA’’ since 
they are ‘’the ones using planned spaces’’ and whose ‘’experience and knowledge can 
be invaluable”. 

Increase of legitimacy 

Planning considers the articulation of rules of behavior towards public and common 
values and goods, as well as the main principles of allocation of resources. In fact, it 
deals with the social acceptability of local community initiatives.  

The significance of social acceptability was stressed by planner from Kragujevac 
who recognized the importance of both procedure, shaped with ‘’wide participation, 
transparency and clear political support’’, and plan itself which serves as ‘’strategic 
framework development document’’, as well as an ‘’instrument contributing to the 
establishment of better understanding between citizens and authorities’’. 

In Majdanpek several methods of consultation and active participation were used – 
conference, internet advertising, newsletters, ‘’speak out’’. That caused the 
important comments of the planner engaged. He pointed out that presented 
Feasibility Study and the Pre-draft of the Detailed Regulation Plan for Rajkovo Cave 
aroused the interest of the citizens in “their own space’’ and ‘’raised the abandoned 
hope that they can influence something’’ since they expressed the interest to ‘’share 
their wishes and their needs regarding that space’’. 

Establishing cooperation between organizations 

Creation of social networks and establishment of common values and norms, trust 
and understanding, enable and facilitate collaboration, as well as better coordination 
and cooperation.  

Having in mind the practical experience in urban design in Kladovo, the planner 
stressed the importance of cooperation of local institutions, which enabled 
determining the future land use and construction possibilities. The local government 
played a key role in hosting and guiding ‘’a series of meetings and workshops at 
different planning stages’’. They were used to ‘’present and discuss development 
proposals and obtain comments and suggestions for future work’’.  Such a process 
resulted in the adoption of the planning solution which provides the local authorities 
with a ‘’chance to start with phased project implementation in accordance with the 
real needs and possibilities”. 

 

 



1081 
 

Activating commercial and non-profit sector 

Planning process in Smederevo served as a field for understanding of the broad 
scale of different actors and different interests in planning.  

The interviewed planner pointed out that ’’the mobilization of the city’s spatial 
resources, the initiation of different activities by a number of commercial, industrial 
and non-profit organizations and their interest in the project implementation’’ 
represent an evident result of this initiative. He added, as well, that the plan adoption 
mainly depends on the ‘’conciliation of these different interests”.  

“Alternative” way of planning 

As a significant result of exercising the new participatory events in Kraljevo and 
Despotovac the local planner recognized ‘’a changed perception of experts’’ who 
participated in such a ‘‘alternative planning process’’, which enabled ‘’learning about 
the early stakeholder participation which always gave different results compared to 
purely technically oriented problem solving’’. Additionally, he noticed the importance 
of this experience regarding the consideration of the whole extent of the planning 
problem, which extends in terms of a ‘’multidisciplinary approach to environmental 
care, social needs, and potential impacts on climate changes and so forth’’.  

While traditional planning bordered its range of so-called ''physical'' plan, long in the 
modern conditions are the current new urban issues (from the perspective of 
sustainability, the overlapping of economic, socio-cultural dimensions and 
environmental policy). The use of participatory methods has its purpose in the 
communication model, where the content of the plan comes through work, 
interaction and confrontation. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The practice examples, statements of the participants - fellow urban, spatial and 
environmental planners, suggest that the lack of a formal framework does not 
represent an obstacle for the introduction of participation. Without any doubt, a 
regulated legal framework would make possible that these innovations become 
practice. The GIZ project submitted a proposal for that.  

The reasons for use of planners’ statements to present the results of participatory 
planning are several. The first reason is that this is not a new way of presenting the 
planners experience, and it has been used for research purposes. Another reason is 
that issue of participation is still under-represented in Serbian professional 
community, where still remains a widespread view on participation seen as a relict 
of socialist planning, and there is still a great profession animosity towards its 
implementation. And final, is related to approach of testing the innovations (adapted 
to the local context, the issue of participation and its purpose), and after their 
realization under pilot projects, the planners were interviewed about their 
experiences and opinion. These are small, not big steps forward – it was of more 
significance to ‘’open’’ the topic and encourage understanding and different thinking, 
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because the introduction of innovations requires time for understanding and 
reflection. 

The comments of interviewed planners show that besides ‘’evident’’ result as 
agreement, there are some other important outcomes of participatory planning that 
can be achieved – planning process can influence the change of actors and activities, 
new interrelations, new practice and new ideas. Planners’ judgments are based on 
practical experience and, as such, might contribute better understanding of 
imposing of novelties in participation in urban planning in Serbia.  
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