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Public participation in post-communist cities  
between stagnation and progress: The examples of 
Zagreb and Ljubljana

Public participation in the urban transformation of capi-
tal cities is an important factor to consider when assessing 
the quality of democracy in post-communist countries. 
This study examines participatory processes in two capi-
tal cities, Zagreb (Croatia) and Ljubljana (Slovenia). The 
cases studied are summarized, and similarities and dif-
ferences are pointed out using the comparative method 
(Tabor Park and the BS  7 neighbourhood in Ljubljana, 
and the Meštrović Pavilion and Savica Park in Zagreb). 
Findings from 2018 and 2019 showed a rather low level 
of public participation in Zagreb. In Ljubljana, the lev-

el of public participation was higher and the legal basis 
for it stronger, although there was a certain amount of 
dependence on political and economic factors. In both 
cities, public participation in its most direct form was 
present at the level of NGO and civil initiative activities. 
Residents’ communication with the city administration 
was poor and did not facilitate the participation process.
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1 Introduction

In the former Yugoslavia, which both Croatia and Slovenia 
were part of, spatial management was conditioned by the 
socio-political context, and it was largely based on planning 
and state control. Social, economic, and spatial development 
issues were addressed comprehensively within the social plan-
ning system (Slovenian: sistem družbenega planiranja, Burton 
et al. 1967; Croatian: društveni plan, Čaldarović & Kritovac, 
1987). In the post-communist period, the state’s role in spatial 
management ceased. The focus shifted to the privatization of 
space and real estate, land reuse and redevelopment, and re-
definition of the roles of planning institutions (Bertaud and 
Renaud, 1997; Golubchikov, 2004; Dimitrovska Andrews 
et  al., 2007; Hirt, 2012; Sýkora  & Stanilov, 2014; Svirčić 
Gotovac  & Kerbler, 2019; Zlatar Gamberožić, 2019). How-
ever, the market-oriented economy revealed a lack of common 
interest and vision in urban planning. Instead, a certain lais-
sez-faire approach or economic liberalism was embraced in 
urban planning and public policies, which created (and con-
tinues to create) uneven urban development and economic 
inequality (Offe, 1997; Jaakson, 2000; Nikšič & Sezer, 2017). 
As a result, attractive city locations have become large building 
sites, profits on various investments have soared, and less-at-
tractive locations have stagnated (Nikšič, 2014; Patti & Polyak, 
2017). “The tyranny of the state” has been replaced by “the 
tyranny of the market” (Häussermann & Kapphan, 2004: 26), 
which is the beginning of the commercialization process of 
urban space. In the situation in which the main activities of 
urban development have shifted from planned improvements 
across the city to economically driven interventions in certain 
favourable locations, the role of the public in the development 
process must be addressed. This article first defines the public 
participation process as part of the decision-making process 
in spatial and urban planning in the post-communist context. 
It uses the cases of two post-communist capital cities, Zagreb 
and Ljubljana.

In the post-communist city, market demands and private in-
terests are much more relevant than planning as a process. 
Even public investments are focused on the sectors and projects 
that can improve the attractiveness of the city for profit rather 
than improve the general quality of life for its residents (St-
anilov, 2007; Sykora, 2007; Patti & Polyak, 2017). The urban 
planning transition from communism to post-communism has 
been marked by neglect of the social dimension of urban living 
and housing, and of strategic and long-term urban planning. 
The market economy characteristics present since the 1990s 
(privatization, reduction of public space, and the global finan-
cial system) influence the relations among the stakeholders in 
the urban planning processes; specifically, their roles and pow-

ers. Western countries use terms such as high levels of citizen 
participation, high legal standards, and successful public-private 
partnerships. In urban planning, the countries of the former 
Yugoslavia are struggling with limitations in the legal system 
and insufficient public participation in the decision-making 
processes. However, the reasons for the rather slow transition 
in most parts of the former Yugoslavia certainly lie in the 
conflict of the 1990s and the break with and isolation from 
European and global trends (Beyea et al., 2009). The transition 
process was faster in the ex-communist countries that started 
EU accession activities earlier, such as Slovenia.

The transition process in Slovenia has been rather smooth in 
comparison with the rest of the former Yugoslavia due to some 
initial advantages: Slovenia fought a brief war of independ-
ence, and it joined the EU relatively quickly and immediately 
adopted its urban planning programmes. EU funding also 
soon became available and provided for a number of urban 
projects that were initiated and supported by city political and 
administrative structures (Zlatar Gamberožić, 2019). Croatia 
saw many spatial transformations emerge after declaring in-
dependence and strengthening of the privatization process in 
the 1990s, and the involvement of the market economy in 
spatial development.

In Croatia, the planning process is primarily determined by 
the Master Plan (Croatian: generalni urbanistički plan) at the 
level of urban centres (Zagreb and other cities), the Spatial 
Development Strategy and Spatial Planning Programme of the 
Republic of Croatia, and the Spatial Plan of the City of Zagreb. 
According to the plan, in the process of planning and plan 
implementation there is an obligation to adopt urban develop-
ment plans, conduct public tenders, prepare studies, and allow 
public participation (Master Plan, Articles 99–108). Public 
tender is obligatory for public spaces (squares and parks), and 
the Master Plan allows the development of city projects and 
determines the procedure for implementing them. The Master 
Plan and its amendments and supplements are sent to the Za-
greb City Assembly for adoption. Participation of the public 
is provided by holding exhibitions and preliminary discussions 
on spatial plans, and by providing public access to draft spatial 
plans and the results of public tenders (Grad Zagreb, 2016).

According to the Spatial Planning Act (Sln. Zakon o urejanju 
prostora, 2017; hereinafter: ZUreP-2), the authority for spatial 
planning in Slovenia is held at the national and local (munici-
pal) levels. The hierarchy of spatial planning acts is divided into 
strategic documents and implementation acts. The strategic 
documents define the main direction of future development 
and its main principles, and the implementation acts are lo-
cality-specific and are legally binding. Public participation in 
preparing the strategic plans is more often in the form of public 
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consultations, but more active forms of public involvement 
are required for preparing and adopting the implementation 
acts; among other things, the public participation process has 
to be decided in the form of a public participation plan (Slo-
venian: načrt vključevanja javnosti) in the preparation phases 
(ZUrep-2, 2017; ESPON, 2018).

2 The participation process as part of 
the urban planning process

As described in Arnstein’s Ladder of Citizen Participation 
(Arnstein, 1969, Figure  1), public participation in urban 
planning can vary from the lowest level of participation (ma-
nipulation) to the highest (control). At the lowest levels (non-
participation) and the first phase, not only do people have 
no influence on decision-making, but they are manipulated 
into believing that everything is done in their best interest. 
The proposed plan is the best, and the task of participation 
is to achieve public support through public relations. In the 
second phase of passive participation (tokenism), they receive 
information about urban projects as they happen, without any 
possibility of intervening. Only placation allows members of 
the public to advise or plan ad infinitum, but it retains the 
right for power holders to judge the legitimacy or feasibility of 
the advice. Under citizen control (partnership and delegation), 
power is redistributed through negotiation between the public 
and power holders. The highest level and the final phase of 
participation implies that residents can initiate urban projects 
and thus design their own living space with no intermediaries 
or source of funds. At this level they can control urban policy 
and be an equal member of the entire planning process.

Many authors later followed Arnstein’s scheme. For example, 
Anokye (2013) also describes various paths to participation: 
the higher level is the transformative approach, and the lower 
one is the instrumental approach, and there is also a combina-
tion between the two of them. The transformative approach 
is equivalent to Arnstein’s citizen control and the instrumen-
tal approach is the equivalent of her nonparticipation. Most 
participation systems are in the mixed model, implying that 
residents know about or have occasionally participated in some 
kind of consultations, and they are in a certain way informed 
about the decisions that city authorities will implement. Nev-
ertheless, this does not mean that they have really participated 
in the process and that they will be empowered to change 
political decisions. This approach is therefore instrumental in 
a way, employing methods that involve top-down information 
flows and not strengthening the actors (Anokye, 2013: 82). 
This approach still does not involve agreement, nor consensus, 
with a potential conflict constantly present between the sides 
involved. According to Hordijk et  al. (2015), this approach 

is related to the diminished roles of the state and its citizens, 
referring to them as clients or consumers that cannot influence 
the process of making decisions but can only adhere to them 
because they are unchangeable. The transformative approach 
uses bottom-up communication and represents a higher level 
of participation, in which stronger public involvement can be 
expected.

2.1 Participation in Zagreb

Although Croatia joined the EU in 2013 and has strived to 
adapt its legal system to that of the EU, and although a number 
of bills have been introduced seeking better cohesion, decen-
tralisation, horizontal governance, and increasing importance 
of the participation process in urban development, not much 
of this can be found in practice. Hence, under Croatian law, 
public participation has been reduced to public access to draft 
spatial plans, which can last from thirty days to only fifteen 
days (to suggest changes and amendments).

During public consultation, members of the public have the 
right to participate in the process of drawing up and passing 
spatial plans and to offer their proposals or comments. This 
is a top-down model of participation in which spatial changes 
are decided by the government and only minor issues raised by 
residents are considered (e.g., a private plot of land within the 
planning zone). The public has very little influence on changes 
in spatial plans, and ultimately on the conversion of space, most 

Figure 1: Arnstein’s Ladder of Citizen Participation (source: Internet 1).
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often public space. Public interest is declared to be impor-
tant and valuable, but collaboration with the public is formal 
or lacking, and its proposals are not necessarily accepted. In 
the last few decades, city authorities have often started pro-
jects that were rejected by the public and have resulted in the 
shrinkage of public space. It is interesting that, regardless of EU 
accession, the Master Plan for Zagreb has not fundamentally 
changed since 2007 and has been modified for years depending 
on market needs (of economic and political actors). There has 
been a lack of professional and political collaboration, and 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and various civil in-
itiatives, which have flourished during recent decades as a civil 
society sector, have taken a stand in defence of public interest. 
When city streets and squares were subjected to unwanted or 
inadequate renewal, protests and large-scale demonstrations 
were held to prevent such changes. However, the authorities 
have rarely given up on their projects and have managed to see 
them through. Still, the NGO sector has become an impor-
tant actor in public participation that is striving to establish 
communication between political forces and the public, and 
involve residents in the process so that they can express their 
interests. Despite its undoubtedly greater visibility, Bežovan 
and Zrinščak (2006: 8) emphasize that “civil society is still 
more reactive than proactive, and civil society organizations 
still do not appear as specific ‘generators’ of social capital.”

There are some legal options for people to present their pro-
posals or complain (at local public meetings). A decision made 
at a local public meeting is mandatory for the local committee 
council or city district council, but it is not binding for the city 
assembly (Internet 2, Articles 127–129), which is an example 
of how the public can be excluded from the procedure and 
how residents’ voices are not taken into account in the final 
phases of projects. Such an approach can be connected with 
the instrumental approach mentioned above, which is related 
to the reduced role of the state and the general public, who is 
therefore very passive. It can also be connected with Arnstein 
and the lower participation ladder – that is, non-participation 
(informing, therapy, and manipulation). It could also explain 
why residents express a certain degree of unwillingness to take 
part in the participatory process. Currently, some aspects of 
local self-government are not encouraging for residents; they 
are aware of their limitations, irrelevance, and marginality 
when it comes to solving problems of daily life in a commu-
nity (Rešetar, 2009; Toš, 2012). In this one-way process, there 
is frequent manipulation with certain conversions of space and 
strengthening of political power, especially the role of the may-
or’s office. It is interesting that the mayor gives an impression 
in public discourse of an actor interested in improving people’s 
quality of life and meeting their desires and needs; however, 
due to collaboration with investors, such endeavours are never 
carried out. Only the dominant elites participate in the deci-

sion-making process as the chosen and more influential part of 
the population, thus leading to “elite capture”, which distorts 
the advancement of participation (Silver et  al., 2010) or the 
involvement of the majority of residents.

2.2 Participation in Ljubljana

The formal basis for public participation in environmental 
and spatial development processes is the Aarhus Convention 
(UNECE, 1998), which was ratified by Slovenia in 2004, the 
year that it joined the EU, and after this it was integrated 
into national legislation, including ZUrep-2 (2017; hereinaf-
ter: the Act). The principle of public participation is defined 
in Article 11 of the Act. It provides that the competent au-
thorities should facilitate early and effective participation by 
the public in decision-making and adoption of spatial planning 
documents, and in spatial planning matters in general. Every-
one should be given the right of access to spatial planning 
documents and all documentation related to their preparation 
and adoption in accordance with the Act and the law gov-
erning access to public information. Everyone has the right 
to submit initiatives, proposals, comments, and opinions on 
spatial planning documents, to which the body must position 
itself in their preparation and inform the public thereof. The 
Act also foresees a special legal status for non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) that are active in the public interest in 
spatial planning, environmental protection, nature conserva-
tion, or the protection of cultural heritage; their legal interest 
in spatial development is considered manifest by the Act it-
self. In addition, Article 85 of the Act requires establishing a 
public participation plan for preparing spatial documentation. 
Article 111 additionally defines the procedures for producing 
local or municipal plans and it foresees public consultations, 
workshops, or other means of public engagement.

However, Kvac et  al. (2015) point out that one of the main 
obstacles for the full implementation of participatory practices 
is a passive, formal-only implementation of the demands for 
participatory approaches as defined by legislation. The com-
ments and ideas from the public that are collected during pub-
lic consultations are rarely taken into serious consideration by 
planning authorities, no matter how well they are argued. The 
procedures defined by the law are also not fully supportive of 
participatory practices; for example, when institutions make 
major changes to the initial publicly discussed plan, the final 
plan may be considerably different but it does not go into 
public hearings and discussions once more. Therefore, the civ-
il initiative groups and non-governmental organizations push 
the participatory practices in spatial planning further through 
their own bottom-up activities (Nikšič et al., 2018). In addi-
tion to such concrete activities, they also work on capacity 
building, providing recommendations and instructions that 
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encourage the authorities at the local level of spatial planning 
to include the public in the spatial planning processes and, on 
the other hand, guide the people on how to be proactive and 
raise their voice within rather complicated procedures. These 
documents are an important “soft” tool that guides stakehold-
ers through complex processes by showcasing the most appro-
priate tools and techniques to be used.

When the City of Ljubljana started preparing its new (first 
post-communist) spatial plan twenty years ago (Mestna občina 
Ljubljana, 2002), the city authorities understood the need for 
a truly participatory approach to obtain a well-considered and 
consensual plan that would reflect the aspirations of the wid-
est range of local stakeholders. Numerous expert studies were 
carried out, consultations with various interest groups were 
conducted, and thematic workshops with residents were held 
in addition to the legally binding procedures that demanded 
the inclusion of the general public in the planning process. 
This resulted in a number of publications and documents that 
reflected the aspirations and ideas of the general public that 
would not have been revealed without the extensive use of the 
participatory tools. The results of these extensive participa-
tory activities did not, however, always find their way into the 
legally binding planning documentation and were therefore 
only partly successful because the political situation in the city 
changed. The new authorities that came into power in 2006 
had their own development visions, which were explicitly top-
down driven and not always in accordance with the objectives 
identified in the initial (participatory) stage (Koželj, 2009). 
The current local government, however, fully implements the 
legally binding formal steps of public consultation (e.g., every 
time the amendments and the additions to the spatial plan are 
made). Nevertheless, participation in its most direct form is 
still happening at the level of grassroots activities. Groups of 
self-organized residents are active in various neighbourhoods 
of Ljubljana, and their activities are largely based on volunteer 
work and enthusiasm because they receive very little support 
from public budgets (Nikšič, 2018; Internet 3). Two such initi-
atives (Tabor Park and the BS 7 neighbourhood) are described 
in this article.

3 Methods

This article is based on the results of the bilateral project Ur-
ban Revitalization of the City Centre: A Comparison between 
Ljubljana and Zagreb (2018–2019). The comparative method 
was applied to study urban revitalization in the two cities, 
examining their similarities, common characteristics, and dif-
ferences (Žugaj et al., 2006). Field research was conducted in 
2018 and 2019 in Zagreb and Ljubljana on four case stud-
ies, two in Zagreb and two in Ljubljana. As Burnham et  al. 

(2008) point out, the comparative method makes it possible 
to put information into a context to be assessed and inter-
preted, which is especially important when new information 
appears and needs to be connected with previous knowledge. 
An attempt was also made to show a binary comparison be-
tween two similar countries that are most often part of the 
same regional context (Dogan, 2009: 23); in this case, Croatia 
and Slovenia. The comparative method in the social sciences 
permits a more objective understanding of a social phenome-
non, its contextualization and classification, and formulation 
of conclusions (hypothesis testing) and predictions (Hague 
et al., 2001; Reason & Bradbury, 2001). According to Denzin 
and Linkoln (1994), case studies provide a deeper understand-
ing of social processes by analysing a case or several cases. They 
represent an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary 
phenomenon within its real-life context and relies on multiple 
sources of evidence. Case studies as concrete examples can of-
fer an in-depth and contextualized understanding of a certain 
phenomenon (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003; Yin, 2003).

The aim of the research was to present differences in the par-
ticipation process through the selected cases and through the 
comparative method to define concrete and problematic mo-
ments in establishing and implementing public participation. 
The aims of the research can be summed up at several levels of 
comparison: 1) How did the public and the civil sector react 
and how did they activate themselves? 2) Was there a change 
in the preliminary project plan due to the intervention or re-
action of the civil sector? and 3) Which participation model 
according to Arnstein and other authors was applied in the case 
of Ljubljana, and which in the case of Zagreb (instrumental, 
transformative, or combined)? The comparative analysis ex-
amined each case separately through the chronology of events 
from the beginning of each project through the involvement 
and activation of the public to the final result: the reaction 
or, in some cases, action of civil actors. The comparison be-
tween the cases took place at two levels: a) a comparison of 
two cases in each country separately, and b) a comparison of 
all four cases in Slovenia and Croatia with an emphasis on 
participatory models, examining the role of civil actors in each 
case to show participatory models for each country. The four 
examples studied (Tabor Park and the BS  7 neighbourhood 
in Ljubljana, and the Meštrović Pavilion and Savica Park in 
Zagreb) were selected because they represent the participation 
process of various interested sides (professional, political, and 
civil circles) in both cities. They are the most vivid and prom-
inent examples of the differences between these two countries 
in the top-down versus bottom-up planning processes. These 
models are related to the hypotheses on the instrumental, 
transformative, and combined approaches (Anokye, 2013) in 
the participation process, according to which the cases ana-
lysed can be positioned.

Public participation in post-communist cities between stagnation and progress: The examples of Zagreb and Ljubljana
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4 Results

4.1 First example of bottom-up participation: 
Tabor Park in Ljubljana

Tabor Park (Sln. Park Tabor) is a local park in the east part 
of the city, which can be reached in a ten-minute walk from 
Prešeren Square, the main square in Ljubljana. The Tabor 
Sports Society grounds are part of this open area, which meas-
ures about 1.2 hectares. Although it is the green centre of a 
wider neighbourhood, it has been neglected and abandoned 
for many years, and people were reluctant to linger at night 
because of bad maintenance and poor lighting. In 2010 Pros-
torož, a cultural association seeking to improve urban public 
space and public participation, decided to explore the potential 
of the space (Internet 3). One of the missions was to encour-
age local residents to actively participate in the planning and 
implementation phases of the park redesign, using minimum 
financial means and making small-scale improvements to the 
space in order to encourage socializing, playing, and work-
ing out in the open air and pleasant environment. Based on 
research on the potential and problems of the area (Cerar & 
Peterlin, 2010) and a series of participatory workshops, a 
programme of various activities was set up and carried out 
from 2010 to 2014. The aims of the activities were threefold: 
to introduce small spatial improvements to make the place 
welcoming and enjoyable, to change the traffic regime and 
prioritize non-motorized traffic, and to create opportunities 
for locals and visitors to socialize. Prostorož coordinated the 
activities of volunteer organizations, decided on the outdoor 
park equipment, and made plans for the changed traffic regime.

Although Tabor Park (Figure  2) is a representative case of a 
bottom-up approach, it was also given some basic financial 
support by the local authorities, which at least allowed the 
cultural association to operate its coordinating activities. The 
municipal departments were cooperative and flexible enough 
to issue the necessary permits. The collaboration between Pros-
torož and the municipal departments had the potential for 
setting up similar participatory practices in other parts of the 
city. This would be an important step toward revitalization 
of similar suburban public spaces without large investments 
(Bugarič, 2018). Along the way, those involved with Tabor 
Park obtained better insight into the structure and operational 
mechanisms of the municipal departments and indicated there 
was still room for improvement in terms of participatory prac-
tice. No matter how well-meaning their suggestions might have 
been, once publicly expressed they were often interpreted as 
criticism of the city authorities, which resulted in withdrawal 
of support not only for the specific project but also for other 
activities by the initiators (Human Cities Archives, 2017).

4.1.1 The BS 7 neighbourhood in Ljubljana

Another interesting case study with important lessons to learn 
is the BS 7 neighbourhood (Sln. soseska BS 7) on the northern 
outskirts of Ljubljana, known also as the Russian Tsar neigh-
bourhood (Sln. soseska Ruski car). This is one of the largest 
housing developments in the Slovenian capital, built in the 
1970s with a large open central area named Bratovž Square 
(Sln. Bratovševa ploščad). In the communist period this was a 
place for socializing, but today it is a rather underused transito-
ry area. It is in physically bad shape due to the effects of age on 
the building materials and insufficient maintenance in the past 
decades. Because of its unclear ownership (in addition to being 
a central open public space, it also accommodates private un-
derground parking facilities), no renewal has started. A group 
of local residents (the initiative Skupaj na ploščad! ‘Together 
onto the Square!’) (Figure 3) have therefore started some new 
activities to show the great potential that the place holds and 
thus hopefully encourage all owners (of underground parking 
facilities, of the nearby blocks of flats, and the municipality) 
to agree and invest in its redesign. Each year the initiative 
voluntarily organizes various activities for and with the local 
residents to bring life into the neighbourhood, such as a street 
cinema, vegetable markets, or street furniture workshops. The 
area and public participation have attracted the international 
attention of the Human Cities activities within the EU’s Cre-
ative Europe programme (Franc et  al. 2018), which aims to 
empower local residents in their bottom-up activities through 
experimental use of various participation tools. From 2014 to 
2018, many on-site events were held, such as neighbourhood 
walks, roundtables, neighbourhood picnics, drawing and mod-
el-making workshops, interviews, online photo competitions, 
and street exhibitions to encourage the locals not only to start 
socializing in the square, but to join forces and decide togeth-
er about the comprehensive regeneration of the place (Nikšič 
et  al., 2018). Even when the city administration eventually 

Figure 2: Tabor Park in May 2011: various activities in the park (photo: 
Matej Nikšič).
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recognized the importance of the project and offered financial 
support for it, disagreement in the local community about the 
project costs and the future design of the place blocked the 
regeneration endeavours. This case shows that, even when there 
is a wide support (among the residents, the municipality, and 
local and international expertise), the inability of all stakehold-
ers to find a common language can prevent the best-intended 
participatory endeavours from bearing fruit. However, such 
activities are an important contribution in terms of capacity 
building for participatory urban (re)development, which can 
only start when the major players have reached an agreement 
on the fair share of investment costs.

4.2 A top-down or reactionist activism approach 
to the participatory process in Zagreb: The 
Meštrović Pavilion

The renovation of the Meštrović Pavilion (Cro. Meštrovićev 
paviljon; Figure 4) in the middle of Victims of Fascism Square 
(Cro. Trg žrtava fašizma) in central Zagreb was announced 
as the first stage of the project named the Pedestrian Centre 
of Excellence. The pavilion is an example of a cultural and 
artistic monument and a public space favoured by the resi-
dents, because of which they monitored the intervention in-
tensively. The case study analysis from 2018 and 2019 showed 
that residents’ reaction was negative and they tried to stop 
the project. At the very beginning, the area around the pa-
vilion were stripped of all its greenery in order to proceed 
with the planned renewal. The strongest protest was staged by 
local residents and others after a magnolia tree was removed, 
leaving the space bare and sterile, far from meeting human 
needs. The campaign Bring Back the Magnolia Tree (Cro. 
Vratite magnoliju) was launched, which lasted for six months. 
Because the entire project was poorly presented to the public, 
regular procedures were violated or sidestepped, and experts 

from broader professional and independent circles, who were 
attempting to influence the project implementation with their 
knowledge, were ignored. The initiative demanded suspension 
of the work, public consultation, protection of plant life, the 
return of the magnolia tree, and a more constructive discussion 
prior to finalizing the project. They sent their requests and 
appeals to city and state government institutions. In spite of 
all these activities and the growing resistance by civil initiative 
groups, there was no reaction from the authorities and the first 
stage of the project was completed.

The planning stage included the installation of new horticul-
tural drainage, the replacement of damaged stairs encircling 
the pavilion, laying new granite paving slabs and stone curbs, 
and new benches, garbage bins, public bicycle racks. However, 
without a public tender and consultation, the project appeared 
to be the result of the mayor’s autocratic rule and manipu-
lative methods that prevented the community and relevant 
professionals from participating in decision-making. Protected 
cultural heritage and its historical identity was also altered and 
modified without much consideration. In the end, something 
good came out of this urban renewal attempt. The initiative 
Bring Back the Magnolia Tree made the authorities promise 
to never again do things the way they were done in this square 
(Svirčić Gotovac & Zlatar Gamberožić, 2020). This case clearly 
shows that, in matters of shrinking public and green space 
in Zagreb, non-governmental organizations have become the 
only mediator between the residents and the government and 
the only response to arbitrary governmental action.

4.2.2 Savica Park in Zagreb

The case of Savica Park (Cro. Park Savica; 2013–2018) was 
about building a church in a local park. The local parish sub-
mitted a request for the location permit, but none of the 
owners of the adjacent land were notified about this. Under 
unclear circumstances, a non-existing “road” was entered in the 
cadastre between the building site and a neighbouring build-

Figure 3: Participatory activities in the underused public space in the 
BS 7 neighbourhood (photo: Tomaž Zupan).

Figure 4: The Meštrović Pavilion before and after the renovation in 
2017 and in 2018 (source: Dobrić, 2018).
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ing. The local residents thereby lost the right to complain and 
then decided to launch the campaign Save Our Park (Cro. 
Čuvamo naš park; Figure  5), which lasted for five years. It 
was organized primarily because the tendering procedures were 
non-transparent and the entire project would reduce the park 
area. The church building was to take up 1,600 square metres, 
almost one-third of the total park area. The people that joined 
the initiative constantly emphasized they were not against the 
church building but against the location selected. The residents 
involved in collecting the signatures to support the initiative 
called themselves “residents that approve of the church but 
not in our park”. They sent letters to the relevant city offices 
and the mayor himself, following all procedures. The Society 
of Architects and the Croatian Association of Landscape Ar-
chitects sided with the public and opposed the project. Finally, 
the Ministry of Construction and Spatial Planning revoked 
the permit issued by the City of Zagreb in 2016. The reasons 
cited, among others, were the size of the project, which was 
not in line with the Master Plan, and the absence of public 
tender procedures.

The examples of the Meštrović Pavilion and Savica Park are 
similar in their early stages and the public reaction to them. 
The cases differ, however, at a later stage, when the location 
permit was revoked for the latter project after several years 
of civil actions. However, these cases show that civil initia-
tive groups joined by the professionals can become powerful 
enough to stop arbitrary behaviour in politics. Nonetheless, 
this is not exactly the way in which civil actors are expected 
to take part in participatory practices, but it is a way to raise 
public awareness and make them active.

5 Discussion

The comparative analysis of the Meštrović Pavilion and Savica 
Park in Zagreb showed that both projects had two things in 
common: neglect of public and expert opinion, and the city 
administrative bodies’ steady efforts to see the initial plans 
through in spite of a number of unclear or incomplete legal 

procedures. The residents opposed the projects by launching 
various more or less successful initiatives. The case of Ljubljana 
highlights the importance of active citizenship, which means 
proactive residents being able and willing to contribute to 
rethinking and redesigning their living environment. On the 
other hand, it clearly shows the volatility of the participatory 
practices and their dependence on the (non)support of the 
political and financial powers – as long as the support exists, 
the cooperation between the bottom-up and top-down en-
deavours will more likely result in a win-win situation. In order 
to achieve this, in addition to the legally binding participatory 
framework, trust, cooperation, and dialogue among all relevant 
partners are needed. Tabor Park showed to a great extent the 
fruitful cooperation among the local actors, whereas the BS 7 
neighbourhood case demonstrated that the participatory ap-
proach may have a limited range if there are too many tensions 
among different actors.

Public participation in urban planning and the renewal and 
protection of public space still remains relatively low, as can 
be seen from the examples of Zagreb and Ljubljana. Likewise, 
cities in southern Europe experience low satisfaction with city 
streets or buildings (Emerson  & Smiley, 2018: 166), which 
can be related to the reduced participation shown here and 
the reduced impact of the public in public spaces. In Zagreb, 
public involvement is reduced to protests against specific 
urban projects and can be called reactionist activism, which 
in these cases also turns into the status quo situation or the 
passive acceptance of a given situation. In Ljubljana, local 
communities form much more equal partnerships with local 
authorities when decisions are made about their daily life and 
environment. All the actors concerned also show a great deal 
of dedication to their respective tasks. Rethinking the role 
and influence of the local community is vitally important in 
post-communist urban planning (Hlaváček et al., 2016). The 
public participation process should be strengthened to allow 
people to fully take part in decisions about their immediate 
environment.

6 Conclusion

In comparison with Zagreb, the Ljubljana examples show 
higher levels of public participation and a better communi-
ty-led planning process (Svirčić Gotovac  & Kerbler, 2019). 
This is especially true in the case of Tabor Park, where civil 
initiative groups and local residents worked together with the 
city administration in organizing street events in the park and 
making it a pleasant place for people to socialize. The grass-
roots activities in Ljubljana are also more proactive compared 
to mainly reactive practices in Zagreb – instead of protesting 
against the top-down imposed spatial interventions, the civil 
initiatives in Ljubljana mainly work on enhancing the poten-

Figure  5: Protest against building a church in Savica Park in 2017 
(source: HINA, 2016).
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tial of certain urban environments and promoting cooperation 
between different stakeholders. This means that the example 
of Ljubljana has shown deflection from the post-communist 
one-way instrumental model and has reached the transform-
ative level, whereas Zagreb has remained at the instrumental 
level. The mixed model can also occasionally be observed in the 
example of Savica Park in Zagreb because the residents stopped 
the building of a church, demanding greater participation and 
that their needs be taken into account, and so their civil action 
can also fall within the transformative approach. Nevertheless, 
because it was not a two-way process, it is primarily an example 
of instrumental participation.

However, the Ljubljana model can be even more successful 
once it receives stronger political support, which is currently 
rather weak and unstable. The local authorities still remain re-
luctant to fully accept grassroots movements as equal partners 
in the participatory process, and they may still perceive their 
well-intended criticism as a threat. The same threat seems to 
be a problem in Zagreb, where true participation never occurs, 
but it is only present in the form of a response to an already 
existing situation, and where communication with the author-
ities is clearly insufficient. The research hypothesis about Lju-
bljana having higher levels of public participation in matters 
of life and environmental quality than Zagreb has thus been 
confirmed. Still, there is much room for improvement in both 
cities because of the inability of local actors (experts, residents, 
and authorities) to find a common language and act togeth-
er, which remains an ongoing challenge for the participatory 
process. This calls for changes in the legislative framework, 
educating the public about its rights, and opening up to new 
bottom-up practices in accordance with the EU recommen-
dations to ensure that public participation remains a constant 
in the spatial planning process and that urban policy responds 
to public needs.
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