
56

Following a rapid transition to markets, democracy 
and private enterprise, Serbia’s capital Belgrade 
is emerging as a ‘global city’, but this ambition is 
coming at a cost to the environment and a loss of 
sense of place for its people. Diverse identities and 
changing values over time are being challenged 
as the city transitions out of a complex socialist 
past into a pervasively global economy, which by 
definition challenges locally embedded hybridity 
of place and puts strain on sustainable growth. 
Open spaces are required for city residents to live, 
work, and move efficiently, making the use, access, 
and ecological integrity of open spaces a city-wide 
priority. The dependence and attachment of city 
residents to these spaces provides an ideal base-
line for analysis of different open space typologies 
integral to the urban fabric defining a wide range 
of urban resiliency strategies. This people-centered 
approach, coupled with an understanding of the 
contemporary and historical significance of open 
spaces, raises the question of how to improve 
and connect such forms to the urban fabric while 
respecting place identity in response to post-social-
ist spatial change. Our case studies inspect the 
socialist landscapes of public open spaces in New 
Belgrade as they have transformed in a contem-
porary context. Other case studies demonstrate 
the systematic loss of open space taken over by 
private informal housing on one hand, but also as 
people-driven initiatives reclaiming the urban land-
scape on the other. Using fresh empirical evidence 
and case study analysis at the neighborhood scale, 

this research employs an open space typology of 
resiliency in place for a connected urban mosaic of 
post-socialist Belgrade. The analytical framework 
draws on existing urban research in the context 
of post-socialist transition and advances a design 
matrix to analyze open space forms for connectiv-
ity in relation to place and sustainability.

1.0 INTRODUCTION
Serbia’s capital city Belgrade is emerging out of a socialist past 
and into a global future. Our research looks at the ability of place 
and open spaces to assist in a sustainable response to critical 
urban transitions facing Belgrade. The post–socialist transition 
indicates a rapid move to democracy, market economies, and 
decentralization of government controls, which have transfor-
mative implications for public and private interests in urban and 
peri-urban spaces. The result is what Tsenkova and Nedovic-Budic 
[1] refer to as an urban mosaic, subject to diverse spatial trans-
formations. In this regard, Belgrade provides a unique and ideal 
context of the dramatic shifts of past socialist narratives in a global 
future.  Most notably, a spectrum of informal housing develop-
ments has appropriated space from the public realm, fragmenting 
the urban fabric. Meanwhile public open spaces of the Socialist 
era have fallen into disrepair despite their heavy use and have 
been criticized for lacking in human scale [2-4]. These ‘top-down’ 
institutional designs differ from ‘bottom-up’ designs of Belgrade’s 
informal/formal subdivisions, providing an opportunity for a 
comparative analysis at the neighborhood scale. This research 
proposes that the resiliency of the greater Belgrade Metropolitan 
Area (BMA) to post-socialist spatial change is interconnected 
with diverse values and meanings found within typologies of 
open spaces. Additionally, that the sustainable development 
of the BMA is dependent on resiliency parameters where qual-
ity of place matters. We develop a design tool for analyzing the 
resiliency of neighborhoods as open spatial entities while being 
mindful of place in the post-socialist context. The tool identifies 
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place elements in relation to open space typologies and resiliency 
parameters. Furthermore, we utilize this tool in examples of spa-
tial case studies of Belgrade, including New Belgrade and informal 
subdivisions. The result is a conceptual connected urban mosaic 
that promotes the sustainable development and place resiliency of 
the BMA within a defined methodological approach.

2.0 THEORETICAL APPROACHES

As a capital city Belgrade has been the center of economic trans-
port, cultural exchange, and migration since antiquity. In recent 
years the city has faced challenges affecting urban sustainable 
growth including access to and the use of open spaces due to 
post-socialist transition. In Kiril Stanilov’s [5] edited book The 
Post-socialist City, authors make compelling cases as to the loss 
of public open space in post-socialist Eastern European cities. 
Restitution of government owned and controlled land to private 
ownership has fundamentally limited both government and urban 
planners from protecting public interests in access to open space, 
a previous hallmark and asset to socialist planning system, as well 
as created challenges to sustainable urban development [6]. For 
example, development patterns have resulted in urban sprawl 
[7] and smaller urban centers are faced with identity crisis as 
urban spaces become infiltrated by global privatization [8]. Other 
research calls for contextual strategic planning in uniting both pri-
vate and public interests and investments in post-socialist spatial 
transformations [9]. In Belgrade the private appropriation of open 
space for informal housing developments is a significant indica-
tor of challenges posed by the post-socialist transition. Research 
shows that the widespread diversity of informal settlements 
is an unintended consequence of the post-socialist transition 
often manifested through the illegal or semi-legal occupation of 
open spaces [10]. The diversity of these settlements constitutes 
a spectrum of informality and community driven responses to 
spatial change. Tsenkova’s [11] typology of informality indicates 
that informal subdivisions are built on high quality spaces, have 
better quality in construction, and are likely to be legalized and 
incorporated into the city’s master plan. The informal/formal 
structure of Belgrade consists of informal settlements, as satellites 

that have infused throughout the urban fabric amongst contem-
porary Belgrade, Old Belgrade, as well as New Belgrade. One of 
these settlements, Kaluđerica, was integrated into the city’s mas-
ter plan due to its vastness, with a population of over 50, 000 
residents [12].  The lack of basic services and building safety as 
well as make-shift infrastructure have been topics of concern in 
literature, policy, and NGOs, see [1, 10, 12]. However, the open 
spatial resiliency of these settlements is largely unexplored. 
In contradiction to the ‘bottom-up’ developments of informal 
Belgrade, the socialist era development New Belgrade represents 
a ‘top down’ approach to building that also has unique place and 
space relations, where open spaces are heavily used [3]. However, 
New Belgrade spaces have been criticized for, like other institu-
tional designs, lacking in human feeling, care, and scale [2, 3]. 
Additionally, informality including Romani squatter settlements, 
have faced removal from government officials for multiple reasons 
including illegal permits and unsafe living conditions [13]. Recent 
research also discusses renewed investment and development in 
New Belgrade [14, 15], but the significance of open spaces in New 
Belgrade’s future is relatively unexplored.

2.1 OPEN SPACE & SUSTAINABLE PLACE
Significant to this research is the important role open spaces 
play in sustainable cities. Drawing on substantial literature in 
sustainable planning, Al-Hagla [16] develops a typology itemizing 
sustainability objectives, goals, and parameters of open spaces 
that empirically evaluate the sustainable performance of com-
munities and neighborhoods. However, ‘place’ is indicated within 
these attributes without distinct values. In a strategic planning 
approach, Healey [17] indicates 6 criterion for conceptualizing 
place and space but warns of the tendency to borrow localities in 
evaluating and does not employ a typology of space. Stanley et. 
al. [18] build upon Al-Hagla [16] by normalizing open space typolo-
gies through function at city, neighborhood, and residential scales. 
Their developed green, grey, and grey/green typology provides 
a neutrality of space subject to dialectic from ‘top-down’ forces 
of planners or government competing with ‘bottom-up’ forces 
of society or a community [18]. In terms of the people centered 
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approach of this research, the concept of place can further engage 
the dialogue. Agnew [19] defines place as having three distinct 
categories of geographic location, descriptive setting—includ-
ing stylistic or aesthetic—and sense of place, or the meaningful 
experience of space. In this regard, Beatley and Manning [20] 
argue for an ecology of place to include environmental, economic, 
and community aspects of sustainable planning and develop-
ment in the urban context. Open spaces enable sociological and 
ecological values in urban environments [21], as well as provoke 
inclusive identities when addressed in strategic spatial planning 
[17]. Several authors have also approached place through the eco-
logical/environmental perspective including the ecological health 
of space in performing supporting, regulating, and provisioning 
ecosystem services, of which place may be a benefactor, see [22, 
23]. Form and function relations that are unique or distinct in their 
iconography or iconology of space and have cultural significance 
provide stylistic and aesthetic elements as well as sense of place, 
see [24-27]. And finally economic values of place can contribute to 
increased wellbeing through services, resources, and prosperity, 
often through localized and equitable initiatives [20].

This deeper context of sustainability indicates responsiveness to 
critical changes in the urban fabric to include human experience. 
Resiliency represents such strategies that typify ‘bottom-up’ 
approaches surrounding adaptation to crisis or critical systems 
changes [28]. The post-socialist transition has created such criti-
cal systems changes that have resulted in spatial change. Public 
access to open space is crucial in the democratic transition as pub-
lic open space is a democratic resource that through occupation 
constitutes a form of citizenship [29].  In these spaces, citizens can 

create meaningful space by “expressing their attitudes, asserting 
claims, and using it for their own purposes” [30]. In terms of envi-
ronmental impact of green spaces, Chetkiewicz et. al. [31] analyze 
land-use corridors for habitat selection and movement to con-
nect fragmented landscapes; and Johan Colding [32]  advocates 
for Ecological Land-use Complementation (ECL) for supporting 
biodiversity and ecological responsiveness in urban settings. In 
addition, critiques of sustainability as lacking operational device 
[33] and requiring a more clear definition [20] may apply to the 
more ephemeral descriptions of place in this research, thus requir-
ing an astute method for dissemination. 

3.0 FRAMEWORK
This research argues that the diverse contexts of place and space 
that encompass Belgrade’s complex contemporary history are 
important in the resiliency of open spaces in the post-socialist 
transition. The role of open spaces in sustainable development 
has been approached in the research yet the role of place in 
open spaces has often been overlooked. Firstly, our conceptual 
framework, as seen in Figure 1, indicates that spatial change in 
post-socialist Belgrade is a diverse urban mosaic, which at the 
neighborhood scale can be exemplified in socialist era develop-
ments and informal subdivisions. Secondly, place attributes are 
introduced as a contextual component to sustainable space to 
include cultural, economic and environmental/ecological values 
derived from literature. Cultural includes realizing an iconogra-
phy and iconology of space, authenticity in historical significance, 
and social wellbeing of space, see [34-36]. Economic includes pro-
viding services and resources, enhancing community and social 
networks, and increasing the public realm, see [20, 37]. Finally, 
ecological, or environmental, includes opportunities to engage 
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Figure 2: Resiliency in Place and Open Space Design Tool
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with nature, learning from nature, and enabling ecosystem ser-
vices, see [23].

From this perspective, the open space typology employed is a 
green, grey, and grey/green derived from Al-Hagla [16] and Stanley 
et. al. [18]. This typology is assessed in relation to resiliency 
parameters that include the use, access, and ecological integrity 
of space in relation to cultural, ecological, and economic place val-
ues. The use of space can be defined as the ability to occupy space 
for personal and public uses, see [16, 38]; the access of space can 
be defined as the ability to travel to spaces and enhance personal 
or community networks within the public realm, see [38, 39]; 
the ecological integrity of open space can be defined as the abil-
ity of open spaces to perform ecosystem services while limiting 
the impact of human intervention through resource management 
and maintenance, [16, 38]. To aid in analysis, we have developed a 
design tool as seen in Figure 2. Although our methods focus on the 
neighborhood scale, we believe that they are transferrable to the 
city scale as well as outside of the post-socialist context.

4.0 METHODOLOGY
This research employs a case study approach in the collection of 
empirical evidence as well as primary and secondary data at the 
neighborhood scale [40, 41]. Open spatial typologies are identified 
for both formal socialist and informal post-socialist developments. 
Observational data for case studies was collected using Google 
Earth as well as secondary data from recent reports and litera-
ture.  Google Earth imaging is used due to site visit limitations. 

This approach has limited the ability for a complete spatial survey. 
Subsequently, the research identifies examples of distinct forms 
at both neighborhood and city scales as opposed to a complete 
inventory of all existing spatial forms. For each case, the design 
matrix is employed to analyze resiliency in place and open space 
for possible interventions. Three distinct case studies have been 
selected to represent the diverse informal/formal relations of 
post-socialist spatial transformations in Belgrade. The socialist 
development New Belgrade, informal subdivision Kaluđerica, and 
the formal socialist/informal post-socialist Konjarnik are the three 
selected cases as seen in Figure 3. 

4.1 NEW BELGRADE
With a population of over 200,000 residents the large-scale social-
ist era development of New Belgrade sits west of the Sava River 
and Old Belgrade. The district consists of controlled grid planning 
schemes of several neighborhood blocks with modernist high-rise 
housing complexes of an institutional era juxtaposed with highly 
used open spaces. The New Belgrade plan was adapted from the 
Athens Charter, authored by Le Corbusier amongst others, begin-
ning construction in 1948. A significant differentiating factor 
between New Belgrade and the Athens Charter plan was the cen-
tral location of Government [42] . According to Forsyth and Crewe 
[24] the Athens Charter “is a vision of top-down local and regional 
planning that deals with the coordination of what it terms habita-
tion, leisure, work, and traffic—the main issues of land in a city”. 
However, challenges are seen in resulting spatial forms that lack 
in human scale, use value, and equality in access for an ‘aesthetic 
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(a) New Belgrade - Grey/Green Open Space

(b) Konjarnik - Grey Open Space

Place Aerial View

Aerial ViewPlacePlace

Figure 4: Case Study Examples (a) New Belgrade (b) Konjarnik
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and architectural continuity ’ [3].  Public open space in New 
Belgrade is also exclusionary to marginalized populations, such 
as Romani populations. The forced removal of Romani informal 
housing has resulted in what Bobic [13] describes as spatial vio-
lence. Yet, the diversity of place that New Belgrade provides the 
post-socialist urban fabric has also been heralded as post-modern 
and in this sense universal for the post-industrialist city [2]. Using 
Google Earth and the design tool, the research has isolated the 
neighborhood originally called Block 21 within New Belgrade for 
place analysis. As seen in Figure 4 (a), grey/green space has been 
selected for analysis. From this example, the research proposes 
that employing the design tool can focus planning and design on 
place values of ecological place and address use parameters of the 
selected form for potential interventions. Contextually, opportu-
nities for ecological care reintegrate personal investment in the 
space and re-aligns with public use values of the socialist regime 
in post-socialist Belgrade. From a resiliency perspective, an inter-
vention could improve both the cultural and ecological values of 
place in response to the post-socialist transition.

4.2 KONJARNIK
The Konjarnik district is located in the southeast central region 
of the BMA, between two major transport highways and next to 
historical Šumice Park—a small remaining portion of a network 
of natural parks that existed prior to WWI. The name Konjarnik 
means ‘horse grazing area’ defining the function of the space as 
horse grazing and breeding grounds after the Second World War. 
Expanding development of the 1960s and 1970s created spatial 
forms similar to New Belgrade in most of the district, yet informal 
development still managed to precipitate most likely due to the 

high quality of land and central location [11, 12]. The research has 
identified a streetscape using Google Earth and uses the design 
tool for analysis. As seen in Figure 4 (b), the walkway faces com-
mon parking issues seen throughout the BMA, where the private 
space of the vehicle informally occupies a public walkway, limiting 
pedestrian access. Using the design tool, the research proposes to 
address access parameters in relation to cultural place values to 
intervene.

4.3 KALUDERICA
Kaluđerica is a satellite settlement of with a population of nearly 
50,000 located in the southeast periphery of the BMA. One the 
largest informal satellite settlements in Eastern Europe, its mag-
nitude was impossible for planning authorities to ignore, allowing 
residents to negotiate land ownership, registration in the cadastre 
and access to public electricity, water, and transportation ser-
vices [12]. Self-made houses in close proximity to each other with 
distinct and similar use of materials reflect more of a traditional 
vernacular of pre-socialist architecture in Belgrade, where sharing 
semi-private courtyards was common and materiality was consis-
tent [42]. The sprawling neighbourhood has developed over time 
to include elementary schools, medical facilities, open markets, 
and shopping centers.  Using Google Earth, a variety of green open 
space forms have been identified in Kaluđerica for analyzing the 
larger neighbourhood scale. As seen in Figure 5, the green typolo-
gies of open space forms appear fragmented throughout the 
district, with larger agricultural forms dominating the southern 
periphery. 

Using the research design tool, practitioners on the ground level 
could focus on resiliency parameters of access and economic place 
values to begin with while engaging other dimensions through 

SEGMENTS OF GREEN OPEN SPACE TYPOLOGIES

Figure 5: Case Study Example Kaluđerica
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the process of design. For example, providing alternate modes of 
transportation such as cycling routes, grey spaces, between these 
green spaces as well as promoting the ecological integrity of the 
new grey spaces through green space corridors will engage mul-
tiple resiliency parameters and place values when using the design 
tool in practice.

5.0 CONCLUSION
By examining formal and informal open space relations at the 
neighborhood scale, this research has provided operational guide-
lines and examples of resiliency in place to address post-socialist 
spatial change in Belgrade. As the ecological integrity, use, and 
access of space is addressed within the provided parameters, 
open spaces activate place elements for increased cultural, eco-
nomic, and ecological/environmental space engagement. The 
results show that indeed open spaces are vital components of the 
neighborhood as a spatial entity and the ability for these spaces to 
respond to critical systems changes of the post-socialist transition 
can prove useful in design and planning initiatives. Furthermore, 
the research results indicate that green, grey, and grey/green 
open spatial forms in the public realm are commonplace and 
normative, supporting Stanley et. al. [18] results. One inherent 
weakness of the research is a reliance on spatial data using Google 
Earth, which limits the ability for real time and place analysis. 
However, the design tool developed could provide equal guid-
ance in more direct and place-based research at the ground level 
than the current paper allows. In this respect, the results indi-
cate opportunities for further research at the city and residential 
scales whereby pre-existing examples of spatial interventions in 
Belgrade could assist in final decisions. In terms of connecting the 
urban mosaic, the research has proposed and analyzed both for-
mal and informal neighborhoods for space in place interventions, 
thus connecting the diverse contexts of the Belgrade Metropolitan 
Area as spatial narratives in a transitioning and an increasingly 
global future.
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