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Venturing into unknown territory:
Strategic spatial planning in post-communist cities

Recent planning practice in post-communist cities in-
dicates a growing interest in strategic spatial planning.
In their search for new planning paradigms and more
flexible approaches to city planning, municipalities in
post-communist cities have embraced strategic planning
as a way to involve residents, the business community and
various stakeholders in defining a vision for the future.
Drawing on the experience of six capital cities — Prague,
St Petersburg, Vilnius, Sofia, Budapest and Riga - this
article outlines the essential characteristics of the process
(planning) and the product (a strategic plan). It establis-
hes clear links between the strategic development process,
its institutional framework and the hierarchical structure
of goals, objectives and actions. Using a framework for
strategic spatial planning in the context of rapid econo-
mic, social and governance change, the study evaluates the
results of the process, focusing on “what” and “how” in
the complex reality of planning. The framework applies
the traditional strategic planning model, which establis-

hes relationships between past, present and future to de-
sign alternative strategies for plan implementation, but
in a much more unstable and unpredictable institutional
environment. The research highlights the responsiveness
of strategic planning to transition imperatives and its abi-
lity to define contextually appropriate multidimensional
strategies for the spatial development of post-communist
cities.

Keywords: strategic planning, transition, post-commu-
nist cities, planning, public participation, sustainable
cities
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1 Introduction

Recent planning experiences in post-communist cities indicate
a growing interest in strategic spatial planning. Most capital
cities from the Baltics to the Balkans have gone through a
strategic development process in the last 10 years with varied
degrees of success (Maier, 2000; Tsenkova, 20072). A num-
ber of secondary cities have replicated the process, giving an
impetus to a range of strategic planning politics. Although
strategic planning is not necessarily embedded in the planning
legislation, it appears to provide a much-needed link between
traditional comprehensive land-use planning and fiscal and fi-
nancial planning carried out by municipal bureaucracies (Ne-
dovic-Budic, 2001; Tosics, 2003). In their search for new plan-
ning paradigms and more flexible approaches to city planning,
municipalities in post-communist cities have embraced strate-
gic planning as a way to involve residents, the business com-
munity and various stakeholders in defining a vision for the
future. Experiments with strategic spatial planning in several
countries such as the Czech Republic, Lithuania and Poland
have led to the institutionalisation of the approach in main-
stream planning practice. Strategic spatial planning has evolved
as a parallel instrument to statutory land-use planning, master
planning and regional planning. Regional planning imposed
by European Union guidelines is perceived as a bureaucratic
budget-enlargement exercise with limited comprehensiveness
and public involvement.

This article explores challenges and opportunities for strate-
gic spatial planning in post-communist cities. Drawing on
the experience of six capital cities — Prague, St Petersburg,
Vilnius, Sofia, Budapest and Riga - it outlines the essential
characteristics of the process (planning) and the product (a
strategic plan). It establishes clear links between the strategic
development process, its institutional framework and the hi-
erarchical structure of goals, objectives and actions. The case
studies provide important insights for planning practice in the
context of rapid economic, social and institutional change. The
research highlights the responsiveness of the model to transi-
tion imperatives and its ability to define contextually appro-
priate multidimensional strategies for the spatial development
of post-communist cities.

The methodology for this research draws on content analysis
of policy documents and secondary sources of analytical infor-
mation pertinent to the strategic planning process in the cities
under review. These methods are supplemented by personal
interviews with major stakeholders involved in the strategic
planning processes over a period of 3 years as well as personal
observation and strategy formulation in Sofia.
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2 Strategic spatial planning in Europe

Strategic spatial planning is an active “social process through
which local communities respond to internal and external
challenges with respect to the management of local environ-
ments” (Healey et al., 1997: 293). It builds on and transforms
established ways of doing things (institutional relations) and
accepted ways of looking at things (policy agendas) in order
to create locally new institutional capacities for influencing
the future (Albrechts et al., 2003). Western Europe provides
a distinctive institutional environment for strategic spatial
planning, particularly given the ideological acceptance of
public intervention for the common good (Healey et al,
1999). Studies indicate that strategic spatial planning is well
positioned to address the economic, social and environmen-
tal dimensions of urban and regional change through locally
articulated strategies that involve a wide range of partners in
policy formulation and realisation (Healey et al.,, 1997; Albre-
chts, 2006). The mobilisation of this wider coalition of actors
and institutions — upper-level government, non-government
organisations (NGOs) and business interests — in support of
a city is an essential part of the process. However, strategic
planning efforts are demanding in terms of institutionalisa-
tion; they require extensive consultation to establish legitimacy
and representation, and to ensure diversity of input (Bryson
etal., 1986; Salet & Faludi, 2000). There has been much debate
about strategic spatial planning and its links to “place making”
and a proactive “entreprencurial” style of governance (New-
man & Thornley, 1996; Faludi, 2004). Much of the discus-
sion has centred on processes, on mobilisation of stakeholders
and development of collective power, and on “top down” vs.
“bottom up” approaches (Baker, 2001). Other studies have
explored the selectivity of strategic plans (Maier, 2000) or
the internal inconsistencies in strategic planning documents

(Healey et al., 1999).

The advantages of strategic spatial planning are usually as-
sociated with the process itself. It provides the means for
wider consideration of alternatives, stimulation of discussion,
creation of a framework for inclusive decision-making and
the establishment of expert policy-making bodies to enrich
local implementation capacity (Radford, 1980; Healey et al,,
1999). Michael Bruton and David Nicholson (1985) empha-
sise the advantage of a hierarchical arrangement in strategic
planning, which allows a comprehensive but generalised over-
view of issues to be established at the top level to be further
developed into more detailed policies and implementation
strategies at the lower levels. Some of the disadvantages are
usually associated with the lack of clear links between strat-
egy and implementation, particularly from the higher level of
decision-making to the operational levels. The adequacy of
resources for the planning process and its implementation are
a significant challenge, often undermining the validity of the
process itself (Baker, 2001).
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3 Spatial planning in post-communist
cities: Managing the triple
transition

The literature on strategic planning, or planning in general, in
post-communist cities is very limited. In constructing a new
planning system, these countries do not have a single model to
follow. What is clear is that the new regulatory form of plan-
ning under the market system is an alien concept to the com-
munist planning tradition, in which the plan operated more
as a horizontal spatial system bringing together sectoral public
investment programs ( Thomas, 1998). Most commentators on
planning challenges in the post-communist era have focused
on the links between land reforms, privatisation/restitution
of real estate and the development of planning institutions
(Bertaud & Renaud, 1997; Golubchikov, 2004). Studies have
indicated that the new market-based regimes do not neces-
sarily have a coherent ideology, but have instead adopted a
laissez-faire approach to planning and public policy, thus cre-
ating more uneven urban development (Jaakson, 2000). The
traditional tools of land-use planning, sectoral infrastructure
planning and financial management — a powerful communist
legacy — are still imbedded in planning legislation and planning
practice (Bertaud & Renaud, 1997; Tsenkova, 2007b). Muni-
cipal planning departments operate in isolation, maintaining
the working etiquette of a “closed office”, and experiences with
public consultation in the planning process tend to be limi-
ted. These are significant factors that influence the emerging
planning system in general and the implementation of strategic
planning in particular.

It is important to position the post-communist experience
with strategic spatial planning in the framework of the ove-
rall institutional transformation on the one hand, and in the
context of rapid economic and political system change on the
other. This undeniable complexity creates unique challenges
for urban planning (see Tsenkova, 2008 for further discussion).
The urban system serves as the primary channel linking the
national economy to the system of global cities (Buck et al.,
2005). Viewing development through the urban lens, the
approach explicitly links the changes in the external enviro-
nment (national and global), which are much more dramatic
and revolutionary, to changes in the internal environment (the
urban system and the city itself) by emphasising the nature
of the ongoing transformation, reciprocity and diversity. The
transformations are associated with three aspects of the tran-
sition process that are particularly important for post-com-
munist cities: the transition to democracy (systemic political
change), to a market economy (systemic economic change)
and to decentralised systems of local democratic governance
(World Bank, 2000; Tsenkova, 2006).
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Although these interrelated aspects of the post-communist
transition have been explored at the national level, very few
studies have acknowledged their impact on post-communist ci-
ties (Adair et al., 1999; Hamilton et al., 2005; Tsenkova, 2006).
The triple transition sets the framework for specific changes in
four interrelated domains identified in Table 1. Strategic spatial
planning responds to the need to guide city-level transformati-
on in the economic, social, institutional and spatial structure,
thus shaping the future trajectory of the urban system. One
way of capturing the multilayered nature of transformations
in the four domains is to compare the main characteristics
of the post-communist and communist city. The main point
of departure is perhaps the ideal model of a communist city
with its salient features discussed in the literature (see Andrusz
et al,, 1996; Hamilton et al., 2005). Notwithstanding count-
ry-specific differences, however, one can distinguish the major
pattern of change in the urban economy, society, governance
system and spatial adjustment of production and consumption
spaces defining the post-communist city. Although these cha-
racteristics are admittedly very broad, they nevertheless suggest
the direction of the urban transformation.

Regarding economic change, the market-based restructuring of
urban systems responds to an integration process in the global
economic hierarchy of cities. The economic deregulation and
opening up of previously sheltered markets and the rapid ad-
justment of industries, services and other economic activities
has had important effects on the direction of change and on
specialisation in cities’ economic bases (Tsenkova, 2008). Em-
pirical evidence suggests that the transition from industrial to
service-oriented urban economies has increased diversification
and competitiveness (Van Kempen et al., 2005). Individual
urban areas have undergone differentiated development, with
some losing economic attractiveness and others gaining it.

Social change is related to the structural adjustment of highly
urbanised societies in which the communist legacy of cen-
trally directed urbanisation driven by industrial growth has
powerful consequences. Highly urbanised economic systems
across the region are much more vulnerable to external shocks
and, given the relatively low per capita income, are difhcult to
maintain. Over-industrialised cities have been affected by the
massive closures of unproductive state enterprises. Unemplo-
yment and poverty have escalated (World Bank, 2000). On
the other hand, some countries with low levels of urbanisation
have experienced rapid migration to urban areas and rising
urban poverty. In the context of fiscal austerity and a less ge-
nerous welfare state, income inequalities and social polarisati-
on have become one of the most significant urban challenges

(Buckley & Mini, 2000).
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Regarding urban governance, the transition to democracy is
manifested in local politics. Post-communist cities have a vari-
ety of political structures ranging from single-tier to multi-tier
governments. In local government elections, parties negotiate
representation to create multiparty coalitions. Council mem-
bers often broker different political interests, making consensus
difficult, but are potentially more open to influence from city
residents compared to communist times (Tsenkova, 2007a).
Although democratically elected local governments have
acquired critical powers in planning and city management,
limited budgets have made it very difficult to deliver essential
services such as public transport, waste management and water
supply (European Commission, 2007).

In spatial terms, the transition process has facilitated two dis-
tinct patterns of spatial restructuring: decentralisation of pro-

Table 1: The trajectory of urban change in post-communist cities.
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duction/consumption spaces and spatial inequality ( Tsenkova,
2008). Decentralisation trends have been more pronounced
for new retail and industrial development. Suburban locations
have offered cheaper land, access to major transport networks
and recognised economies of scale for new office parks (see
Stanilov, 2007). Considerable growth in the construction of
single-family homes and other low-rise housing provided by
decentralised suppliers, often on the urban periphery, has crea-
ted a new residential landscape. The development pressure on
traditional central areas has continued with the cluster of ser-
vice, financial and highly profitable urban functions replacing
economically less viable activities such as obsolete industries
and substandard housing (Bater, 2001; Tsenkova, 2006). This
post-communist restructuring of urban spaces is often associ-
ated with speculative private-sector development for affluent
consumers, corporations and multinational companies.

Major drivers of urban change: transition to democracy (systemic political change), market economy (systemic economic change) and a

decentralised system of local governance

Domain The “communist” city:

Main characteristics

The “post-communist” city:
Main characteristics

National urban system

Centrally planned population growth, invest-
ment, economic development, job creation;

Stable increases in the level of urbanisation,
sustained concentration in large metropolitan
areas, economies of scale in production.

.

Market-based restructuring of the urban
system, integration in the global economic
hierarchy of cities, service-led growth, core
vs. periphery;

Selective growth of cities, population decline
in many urban centres.

Urban economic change

Macroeconomic control through central plan-
ning, regulation, and collective bargaining,
control of markets through income and price
policies.

Deregulation of markets, laissez faire ap-
proaches to economic development, growing
competition, decline of manufacturing, un-
employment, opening up sheltered markets.

Urban social change

Stronger welfare state, universal subsidies,
moderate (controlled) urban growth, relative-
ly homogeneous social structure, egalitarian
income distribution.

Retrenchment of the welfare state, socially
polarised societies, poverty, marginalisation,
declining and aging population, high eco-
nomic dependency.

Change in urban governance
and provision of urban services

Dominated by central government deci-
sion-making, appointed officials, little au-
tonomy;

Relative uniformity, provided by the state,
largely funded by central governments, uni-
versal access to education and healthcare,
investment in water and sewer networks,
strong emphasis on public transport.

Democratically elected, decentralised, frag-
mented structure, fiscally dependent on
central transfers, entrepreneurial approaches
to planning and city marketing;

Privatisation and marketisation in the provi-
sion of urban services, unfunded social man-
dates, growing inequalities in provision of
water, sewer and public transport.

Urban spatial change:
production consumption

Dominated by manufacturing and responsive
to the needs of large-scale state producers,
located in urban areas according to planning
norms;

Relatively uniform, social housing provision
allocated by state institutions, universally
affordable, built according to planning
norms, mix of tenure types.

Growing percentage of obsolete manufactur-
ing facilities, new spaces for private small
and medium production, suburbanisation of
offices and retail;

Increasingly polarised social areas and hous-
ing markets, gentrified housing enclaves vs.
problematic housing estates, predominantly
owner-occupied.

Source: Adapted from Sasha Tsenkova (2006).
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4 Framework for spatial strategic
planning in post-communist cities

Planning for the uncertain future is a very important aspect of
current post-communist politics. Although there are obvious
differences in the way the three aspects of the transition process
(the transition to democracy, a market economy and democra-
tic governance) affect different post-communist cities, they set
a very unique context for strategic planning. The magnitude
of change, both in the external and internal environment, as
well as the turbulence affecting planning institutions, is much
more significant. The framework presented in Figure 1 appli-
es the standard strategic planning model, which establishes
relationships between past, present and future to design alter-
native strategies for plan implementation (Tsenkova, 2007b).
Linking the past with the present is guided by exploration
of “where are we now?” whereas linking the present to the
future is guided by “where do we want to be?” (Abott, 2005).
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The future reflects a community vision usually developed with
some degree of consultation with major stakeholders to build
consensus and ensure shared ownership. The strategic planning
process explores various alternative futures and attempts to
incorporate the most appropriate one into the strategic plan.
Selecting priorities and designing alternative courses of action
essentially responds to the fundamental question “how do we
get there?” (Bryson et al,, 1986; Healey et al,, 1997). This
formulation of action plans implies a good understanding of
trends, patterns of change in the natural, built, organisatio-
nal and social environment, and clear definition of ways to
influence the implementation process (Salet & Faludi, 2000).

The framework recognises that, as a forward-looking activity,
planning driven by the future is selective in its analysis of ele-
ments in the past and present (Friedman, 1987). Often plan-
ners assume that natural, economic, social and political pro-
cesses that have linked events in the past will continue to link
the present to the future. Knowledge of the future in planning

Internal Environment

SwWoT

External Environment

Institutionalization
of the strategic
planning process

WHERE DO
WE WANT
TO BE?

Alternative
Future

FUTURE
(vision)

Alternative
Future

Alternative
Future

THERE?

Define policies to
manage change &
achieve the visoin

&——> Relationships

......... > Strategic priorities

Figure 1: Strategic planning in the context of transition (source: adapted from Tsenkova, 2007b).
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terms is often lacking, and uncertainty both within the internal
and external environment is a major constraint (Abott, 2005).
In addition, the planning process is embedded in the external
environment; these contextual influences have a critical way of
influencing both the decision-making process and the choice
of strategic priorities. The conceptual framework distinguishes
the following stages of the strategic planning process: Streng-
ths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats (SWOT) analysis,
selection of key issues/priorities and the development of go-
als, objectives and strategies in key priority areas (Kaufman &
Jacobs, 1987). Because the institutionalisation of the process
is an important element, the framework highlights the signi-
ficance of formal arenas (the strategic planning team and key
decision-makers) in presenting the strengths and weaknesses of
the present and in articulating strategic actions in the future

(Albrechts et al., 2001).

It should be noted that the framework is designed to accom-
modate some of the unique challenges for strategic planning in
post-communist cities. In particular, the changes in the exter-
nal environment are much more dramatic and revolutionary
in nature when associated with the transition to democracy
and a market economy (Thomas, 1998; Buckley & Tsenkova,
2001). Despite the diversity in outcomes generated by this dual
transition across countries and cities, what is clear is that the
links between the past and the present are less explicit and the
ability to define the future is less promising. Another less-kno-
wn aspect of the transition — “the quiet revolution” associated
with decentralisation and devolution of power and responsi-
bility to local governments - significantly affects the scope of
the action plans (Tsenkova, 2006). A new intergovernmental
institutional setup and fiscal central/local relations require mo-
bilisation of wider support for the implementation of strategic
plans (Maier, 2000; Tosics, 2003). Uncertainty about choices
of governments, organisations, businesses and individuals in
the turbulent environment of post-communist cities makes the
implementation of alternative futures much more difficult. The
internal environment is also in a state of flux, reflected in the
rapid adjustment of the physical, economic, social and political
structure of the city itself (Nedovic-Budic, 2001).

The framework is applied to the analysis of major stages/phases
in the strategic spatial planning process in the case studies.
It provides insights into the development of institutional ca-
pacity/arenas able to initiate and support the process. This
institutionalisation is then related to the identification of ma-
jor milestones in the strategic planning processes and content
analysis of major thematic blocks of the plans.

5 The strategic planning process

The development of strategic plans in the capital cities of
post-communist Europe started in the mid-1990s, often with
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some donor assistance.!) The broad goal of these initiatives is
to generate sustainable, long-term benefits for city residents
while enhancing the competitiveness of the local economies
and the development of a democratic and self-reliant muni-
cipal management system. The strategic plans promote the
creation of a vision for the future development of the city
with clearly defined goals, objectives and actions for priority
areas. These are long-term policy documents with a timeframe
of 10 to 15 years. Budapest is the only exception, advocating
a vision for the next 30 to 40 years.”) The strategic planning
process is often divided into the four or five phases identified
in Table 2. The process appears to be quite lengthy, particularly
in the case of Budapest, and includes a series of iterations to
validate strategic priorities, objectives and appropriate course
of action. Public consultation and various forms of expert and
city management input are channelled through the process to
build consensus on different development scenarios and drafts
of the strategic plan.

In the case of the six strategic planning processes reviewed in
this paper, the following pattern can be identified:

o Process organisation and analytical work. Following agree-
ment on the strategic planning process, the internal and
external environment is usually analytically scanned. The
focus tends to be on issues pertaining to the city’s com-
petitive advantage, economy, social and spatial changes,
and sectoral issues related to infrastructure, housing and
real-estate development. A SWOT analysis and identifi-
cation of key issues and priorities is carried out (Prague,
Vilnius, St Petersburg and Sofia).

o Formulation of a community vision. The SWOT analysis
assists in the definition of key issues and priorities and
the formulation of a vision, often with broad stakeholder
input (Riga, Vilnius and Sofia). Interim endorsement of
the vision by senior city management is often required
at this stage.

o Formulation of strategic plans. The first drafts incorporate
a summary of the SWOT analysis and identify the hier-
archical system of goals, strategic objectives and priori-
ties for action. Building consensus among city residents,
stakeholders and development partners on key objectives
and priorities further refines the strategic plan. Public
input is facilitated through a variety of means: confer-
ences (Budapest, St Petersburg and Vilnius), surveys and
public meetings, roundtables, and open houses® (Riga,
Sofia and Prague).

o Revisions, validation, development of action and implemen-
tation plans. A second (in the case of Budapest, fourth
and fifth) draft strategy document and action program
matrix with measurable objectives supporting the major
goals is prepared and circulated to key stakeholders for
review. At this stage, some cities opt for expert review
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and input (St Petersburg, Sofia and Prague) as opposed
to general consultation with the public (Riga and Viln-
ius). The critical difference is also in the action matrix
embedded in the strategic plan. Prague, Vilnius and to
some extent Sofia have identified a specific institution
responsible for implementation of actions as well as cor-
responding budgets, which makes the task of monitoring
more manageable.

o Approval and implementation of strategic plans. The stra-
tegic planning process concludes with the endorsement
of the Strategic Plan by the Municipal Council, although
the documents suggest that subsequent revisions are ex-
pected and the actual implementation process might aug-
ment the choice of strategic priorities.

It is important to note that the strategic plans as long-term
city development visions have an important influence over
the more traditional land-use / master-planning documents
(Sofia and Prague) as well as regional strategies (Prague, Sofia
and Vilnius) and other more operational urban-management
tools such as 5- to 7-year investment programs (Budapest and
Vilnius). In Riga, the long-term development strategy is expec-
ted to function as an umbrella document for the entire City
Development Plan (2006-2018), being the most important
policy document of the Riga City Council and a tool for city
management and development control.

5.1 Institutionalisation of the process: Design of
arenas

Institution-building (i.c., designing arenas) is initiated carly in
the strategic planning process. In most of the cases, the lead
institution is based within the city administration, although
Budapest and St Petersburg are exceptions (see Table 2). The
formal arenas are established to lead the thematic work associ-
ated with the SWOT analysis and to manage the input of vari-
ous stakeholders into the strategic planning process ( Tsenkova,
2002). The key decision-makers typically include city mayors,
councillors (local politicians), senior management and mem-
bers of the lead strategic plan institution (or department).

From the very start, these formal arenas seem to be comple-
mented by the informal participation of experts and insti-
tutional representatives from central government ministries,
agencies, non-governmental organisations and academic in-
stitutions. This somewhat hierarchical structure is legitimised
through the strategy process and expanded during subsequent
rounds of public consultation (workshops, conferences, open
houses, etc.). For example, the engagement process included
assignment of experts to “task-specific” circles aligned with the
thematic areas of the Sofia Strategy, whereas in St Petersburg
the draft action plan was prepared by 12 thematic committees.
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The consolidation of public and stakeholder input as well as
feedback from the municipal administration is often done by
consultants (Budapest, St Petersburg, Sofia and Riga), altho-
ugh the results are vetted by key decision-makers (for further
discussion, see Tsenkova, 2007a). Although the implementa-
tion is vested with the city administration, in several cases the
lead strategic planning institution (Vilnius, Riga and Prague)
continues to exist beyond the approval date and assumes the
role of a monitoring agency.

5.2 Public participation

This is perhaps the most challenging part of the strategic plan-
ning processes, which marks a radical departure from planning
under communism. Various strategies are incorporated in the
cities under review, ranging from more to less inclusive.’) Riga,
for example, has chosen a very open and democratic process to
formulate its vision. A public involvement campaign called “I
Do Riga” was launched in April 2004 including mail-out ques-
tionnaires to every houschold, street advertisements, working
breakfasts and open discussion forums with experts.') Within
3 weceks it generated more than 12,000 written opinions, ex-
cluding those of the experts. The second round of public con-
sultation in December 2004 on the draft strategy was done
through an 8-weck exhibition and thematic workshops that
resulted in close to 5,000 different submissions (Riga City
Council, 2005).

The approach in Vilnius includes a mix of surveys (of experts,
residents and municipal officials), working breakfasts, seminars
and conferences soliciting feedback on the Vilnius City Strate-
gic Plan. The leading institution presented a vision and a plan
to a number of stakeholders to consolidate different opinions,
but it does not seem that residents were actually involved in the
formulation of objectives and action plans.l”) Retaining more
control over the process certainly made it more manageable
and allowed its completion within one year. In St Petersburg,
and to some extent in Budapest, the public participation proc-
ess was more formal, mostly targeting the expert community.
In St Petersburg, the strategic objectives were presented to a
conference attended by 400 people. The strategic plan was ac-
cepted part by part at a final conference in 1997, which had
15 sectional meetings attended by 900 people.

In Budapest, each draft of the strategic plan was presented to
an expert audience with efforts to engage local politicians.'®!
The spring of 2002 marked a period of wider dissemina-
tion of the concept through the City Forum of Budapest, in
which at least 150 persons participated. In Sofia, close to 200
people, representing a variety of institutions, were engaged
in roundtable discussions, voting and selection of priorities.
Facilitated discussions, “dotmocracy” voting and reporting of

Urbani izziv, volume 22, no. 1, 2011
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Venturing into unknown territory: Strategic spatial planning in post-communist cities

strategic planning process supported by the World Bank (photo:
Sasha Tsenkova).

results ensured that different views were taken into account
and the process was transparent. The participants were brought
together for a second round of consultation on priorities and
actions. Facilitated discussions in eight “task-specific” circles
engaged 110 experts to build consensus on Sofia’s strategic
action plan. Leaders of the “task-specific” circles presented
their recommendations to the mayor and deputy mayors (see
Figure 2). In addition, two representative surveys were car-
ried out to incorporate the views of businesses and citizens
(Zeijlon et al,, 2002). The consultations generated a signifi-
cant level of interest and, given the lack of tradition in public
involvement, were perceived to be successful in changing the
traditional hierarchical relationships and lines of communica-
tion among local government, NGOs and citizens. Overall,
despite the best intentions, it is difficult to achieve consensus
and to broker different interests, particularly at the level of
action plans and budgets.”’

6 Plan content: Visions for sustainable
cities

6.1 Visions

The visionary approach is a more flexible way to deal with an
uncertain world. Visions set the broad outlines of a strategy,
while leaving the specific details to be worked out (Mintzberg,
1994). In the post-communist context of uncertainty in the
economic, political and social domains, the visions need to
be connected to the present with a good understanding of
the forces at work determining possible future alternatives.
Although this process is no doubt very challenging, the city
visions advanced in the strategic plans of the six cities dem-
onstrate an effort to position them on the European stage of
prosperous and attractive places. Riga is promoted as a city
that offers opportunities for everyone, a convenient and com-
fortable place to live, a city that is metropolitan, diverse and
efficiently managed. The vision statement of Vilnius speaks
of the city’s confidence and recently found prosperity: “Viln-
ius — The capital of Lithuania, the most modern city in Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe, an international centre of politics,
business, science and culture” (Vilnius City Municipality’s
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Administration, 2003: 2). St Petersburg’s vision also promotes
the city as Russia’s gateway to Europe, a cultural capital with
an open economy that offers sustained improvement in the
quality of life for its residents (see Figure 3). In a similar fash-
ion, Sofia’s vision statement portrays the city as the “capital
of the Balkans, a city with a competitive economy and sus-
tainable economic growth, . . . with high quality of life, at-
tractive for businesses, residents and tourists” (Zeijlon et al.,
2002: 5). These city visions demonstrate a strong emphasis on
competitiveness, economic growth and efforts to improve the
quality of life through improvement of infrastructure, hous-
ing, transport and education. These city visions demonstrate
a strong emphasis on competitiveness, economic growth and
efforts to improve the quality of life through improvement of
infrastructure, housing, transport and education.

6.2 Thematic blocks of the strategic plans

Notwithstanding the distinct features of each city and its
economic, natural, social and cultural potential, several the-
matic blocks can be discerned in the hierarchical structure of
goals, objectives and strategic priorities of the strategic plans:
competitiveness, economy, society and urban environment. Al-
though there is no doubt a fair amount of overlap with respect
to the challenges that need to be addressed and priority actions,
the plans tend to maintain this broad thematic classification
in their structure. The interrelationships between the thematic
blocks are perhaps best illustrated in Riga’s presentation of stra-
tegic priority goals in Figure 4.

6.3 Strategic objectives and actions

The strategic plans articulate a variety of goals, strategic objec-
tives and specific actions. The goals and objectives build upon
strengths and opportunities identified in the SWOT analy-
sis and establish the framework for strategic and operational
decision-making. The matrix in Table 3 provides a compari-
son of the strategic plans of Prague, Vilnius, Riga, Sofia and
St Petersburg. The Budapest Strategic Development Concept
from 2003 was excluded from this analysis because it consists
of eight strategic aims, each containing three to seven broad
aims (39 altogether), which are further divided into specific
aims. At the risk of oversimplifying the diversity of plan con-
tent, the analysis will focus on the similarities in the choices of
goals and strategic objectives, as opposed to the nuances and/
or differences. Perhaps the similarities are due to the common
legacy in post-communist cities and the impact of multiple
transitions (to a market economy, democracy and pluralistic
governance) discussed earlier.

In the economic realm, the focus is on accelerating growth
in the local economy while addressing the dual challenges
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of stagnating labour markets and the shift to service-based
economies (or knowledge-based in Vilnius). City leadership
is expected to facilitate private-sector growth through more
aggressive marketing of the city to national and internation-
al investors and a wider dissemination strategy for business
and real-estate investment opportunities. The emphasis on
place promotion (the dissemination of appropriate informa-
tion about the main resources, products, spaces and services)
and on “inward investment” strategies in the plans for So-
fia, Vilnius, Prague and St Petersburg is particularly strong.
The strategic priorities in the economic theme target

S. TSENKOVA

development of skills and knowledge (Sofia, Vilnius
and Riga), as well as existing industrial capacity (St Pe-
tersburg and Riga) to define the competitiveness of the
local economy and its ability to attract new economic
activities. In the economic adjustment process, the chal-
lenge and the opportunity for these cities is to create a
climate that fosters restructuring and modernisation of
the economy and contributes to equitable growth. The
economic component of the strategic plans is closely
linked to priorities to sustain the economic position of cities

(Prague, Vilnius, St Petersburg and Sofia).
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Figure 3: St Petersburg vision (source: General Council for St Petersburg, 1998).
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Although the SWOT analysis emphasises the high concentra-
tion of business headquarters and highly skilled labour force
(see, e.g., Egedy & Kovécs, 2010) as well as a relatively high
quality of life, the plans highlight the importance of urgent
actions to improve the city’s infrastructure (Riga and Viln-
ius) and urban management (Prague and Sofia) to sustain
competitiveness. Other priorities relate to a more favourable

business climate (St Petersburg) and city marketing (Prague
and Vilnius).

In the social realm, issues of major concern include rising
business and living costs, inadequate quality of life in existing
housing areas, access to jobs, retail and recreation. The plans at-
tempt to address these challenges through a particular empha-
sis on the improvement of social services (Sofia), investment
in education (Riga, Vilnius and St Petersburg) and general
action to improve opportunities for local residents (Praguc).

Correspondingly, the urban structure component of the stra-
tegic plans emphasises the importance of the following objec-
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tives: a) investing in infrastructure to improve the quality of
the services provided (Prague, Vilnius, Sofia and St Peters-
burg); b) creating a balanced, polycentric spatial structure to
enhance sustainable opportunities (Prague and Sofia; see, e.g.,

velopment while tackling the revitalisation of Soviet-era residential
districts and its historic core (photo: Sasha Tsenkova).

G
Es planoju Rigw

Priority
strategic goals

the

Possibility
to earn money
for sustaining
ourselves and
families

3.To promote an economy that uses East-West links
- Promotion and creation of international relations

- Development of services export in Riga

- Transit infrastructure development

+ Promotion of logistics’ services

- Promotion of multicultural environment

- Language skills

Economy,
that uses

East-West

Possibility
to live in
comfortable,
safe and healthy
environment

Educated
and skilful
society

- Development of the basic skills
(languages, computer skills, analytical
thinking etc.)

+ Follow market demands and changes

. Development of the knowledge based
economy

- Commercialisation of the scientific ideas

- Promotion of the professional higher education

* Promotion if the exact sciences

Possibility
to study,
to develop

1.To create educated, skilful and tc?ggd 2.To promote strong local
culture respecting society ourselves communities within the city

Life in
urban
environment
with qualitative
neighbour-
hood

. Creation of multifunctional
neighbourhoods

. Localisation of the social infrastructure

- Revitalisation of the run down areas

. Improvement of municipal services

. Promotion of neighbourhood identity

. Promotion of socially integrated
neighbourhoods

. Sustainable neighbourhood
development

Figure 4: Riga City Development Plan strategic goals (source: Riga City Council, 2005).
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Table 3: Matrix of themes, goals and priorities in the strategic plans.

S. TSENKOVA

Prague

St Petersburg

Vilnius

+ Become a successful and competitive
city with a prosperous economy

« Improve quality of life and become
an attractive and well-balanced community

+ Create a high-quality urban environment
while respecting sustainable
development; modernise transport
infrastructure

Major goals/priorities

+ Improve the city's management and
administration

+ Create a favourable living environment

+ Create a favourable cultural and
industrial environment

+ Integrate the city into the world
economy

Increase the international
competitiveness of Vilnius

Develop a new economy
Create an advanced society

Develop transportation
infrastructure

Improve the city’s management and administration
+ Raise administrative efficiency, secure

Establish a favourable business climate
+Eliminate constraints on business
+ Reduce the tax burden

+ Develop the real-estate market; reform
city-planning regulation

Increase the competitiveness
of Vilnius

Strengthen its significance
as a capital and strategically
attractive centre

Competitiveness public involvement in resolving city affairs o o
+ Strengthen the standing of Prague + Develop the labour market; improve ’ Buﬂdkan 'nge of Vinius
within national public administration labour mobility; provide conditions 4 @ Knowledge economy
for retraining and upgrading skills + Improve the urban image
+ Reorient financial resources towards of the city and make wider
investment in the real economy use ofits distinctiveness
o Integration into the world economy
Become a successful and competitive city with stenathen foreian-trade and Develop a new economy
a prosperous economy + >lrengihen foreign-trade an
o i i transport functions + Create favourable
+ Utilise the city's potential to secure . Consolidat it conditions for the deve-
competitive economy and prosperity onsolidate competitive lopment of a knowledge
Economy ) manufacturing industries
+ Develop Prague as an important part Promote St. Petersh " economy
of the new Europe + Fromote ot. Fetersburg on the .
'p » ) cultural and tourism markets Ensure a favo]tcjratéle .
+ Secure economic activity according ) ) environment for business
to the potential of the city + Develop science, education and investment
and innovation activities
Establish a favourable social environment
+ Establish a stable social environment
Improve quality of life and become an + Develop the educational, cultural and
attractive and well-balanced community intellectual potential of St. Petershurg’s
. . I i o citizens
Society/residents’ « Strengthen Prague’s traditional position as a . .
wellbeing centre of education and culture +Accelerate resolution of the housing
) problem, reform housing maintenance
+ Improve housing
Promote safet + Restructure management of public
y transport and road maintenance
+ Improve the quality of city and regional
administration
Create a high-quality urban environment while
respecting sustainable development; Improve the urban environment Develop transportation
modernise transport infrastructure + Revive the historical city centre infrastructure
« Gradually improve all areas of the .+ Form zones of dynamic + Ensure good international
city environment urban redevelopment and external transport
I ) connections
Urban environment « Sustainability of energy and material flows + Develop the inner-city and

+ Development that respects cultural and
historic heritage

« Create an attractive integrated system
of public transit

+ Avreliable drinking-water system

suburban transport network and
major roads

« Develop utility infrastructure
+ Improve the state of the environment

Ensure balanced
development of the
city’s transportation system

Modernise the
engineering supply
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Table 3: (continued)
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Sofia

Riga

Major goals/priorities

Improve the competitiveness of the city’s economy

Invest and improve city services (infrastructure and social
programs)

Enhance the quality of the built environment
Improve city management and finances

Create a society that is educated and skilled, and
that respects culture

Promote strong local communities within the city
Promote an economy that uses east-west links

Improve city finances & management

Enable the city to make reliable financial forecasts and plan-
ning by establishing a stable and predictable system of in-

ter-governmental fiscal relations

Competitiveness
« Improve the organisation of the municipal administration
+ Enhance internal efficiency
+ Improve communications with and response to citizens
Improve the competitiveness Promote an economy that
of the city's economy uses east-west links
+ Sustain economic growth by creating a favourable business + Promote and create international relations
Economy climate + Develop service exports in Riga
+ Broaden the economic base « Develop transit infrastructure
« (Capitalise on the city's human resources « Promote logistics services
+ Form partnerships to support the local economy « Promote the multicultural environment
Create a society that is educated
and skilled, and that respects culture
Improve city services + Develop basic skills
Society/residents' + Invest in infrastructure to improve the quality of services: + Follow market demands and changes;
wellbeing district heating; water and sewerage; urban transport + Develop the knowledge-based economy
« Improve social services: healthcare, education, social assistance ~ + Commercialise scientific ideas
+ Promote professional higher education
+ Promote the exact sciences
Improve the built environment Promote strong local communities
. . within the city
+ Create a balanced spatial structure to enhance sustainable o ) )
opportunities + Create multifunctional neighbourhoods with
. o . adequate social infrastructure
Urban environment + Sustain the vitality of the city centre

+ Regenerate existing secondary centres

+ Improve quality of life in existing housing areas
+ Promote sustainable use of environmental resources

« Revitalise rundown areas

+ Promote neighbourhood identity and socially inte-
grated neighbourhoods

+ Sustainable neighbourhood development

Source: Analysis of strategic plans by the author.

also Doytchinov, 2004); ¢) improving the quality of life in
existing urban centres and residential areas (St Petersburg, Riga
and Prague; see, e.g., also Csanddi et al,, 2010) and d) pro-
moting sustainable use of environmental resources (Prague
and Sofia). In a similar fashion, the goals of a more efficient
and effective transport system support a cluster of actions and
programs in Riga, Vilnius and Prague.”

It is beyond the scope of this paper to provide detailed content
analysis of the wide range of actions and programs in each

thematic cluster. Although at times the links are not straight-
forward, the plans demonstrate relatively clear relationships
between existing strengths and opportunities in the SWOT
analysis and the strategic goals and objectives endorsed in the
plans (City Development Authority of Prague, 2000). The
typical hierarchical structure of the goals-achievement matrix
is perhaps best illustrated in the strategic plans of Vilnius,
Prague and St Petersburg. The action plans further delineate
practical measures and specific timelines for their implementa-
tion to achieve the goals.

Urbani izziv, volume 22, no. 1, 2011
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7 Conclusion: Venturing into the
unknown territory of strategic
spatial planning

Planning for the uncertain future is a very important aspect
of present post-communist politics and a valuable source of
learning. It has obvious relevance to planners and policymakers
attempting to apply standard policy options, successful plans
and institutional structures drawn from Western Europe or
elsewhere to transition countries. Although there are obvi-
ous differences in the way the three aspects of the transition
process — the transition to democracy, a market economy and
democratic governance — affect post-communist cities, they
establish a very different and perhaps unique context for stra-
tegic planning. The magnitude of change, both in the external
and internal environment, as well as the turbulence affecting
planning institutions, is much more significant. This obvious
complexity creates unique challenges for planners, making the
traditional links between past, present and future less explicit

and predictable.

In their search for new planning paradigms and more flexible
approaches to city planning, municipalities in post-communist
cities have embraced strategic planning as a way to involve
residents, the business community and various stakeholders in
defining a vision for the future. Drawing on the experience of
six capital cities — Prague, St Petersburg, Vilnius, Sofia, Buda-
pest and Riga — the research outlines the essential character-
istics of the process (planning) and the product (a strategic
plan). Using a framework for strategic spatial planning in the
context of rapid economic, social and governance change, the
research evaluates the results of the process, focusing on “what”
and “how” in the complex reality of planning. The framework
applies the traditional strategic planning model, which estab-
lishes relationships between the past, present and future to
design alternative strategies for plan implementation, but in
a much less stable and predictable institutional environment.

The strategic spatial planning process does not follow a
well-established trajectory, but generally incorporates the fol-
lowing stages: a) scanning the environment, b) selecting key
issues, c) setting mission statements or broad goals, d) carrying
out external and internal analyses, ¢) developing goals, objec-
tives and strategies with respect to each issue, f) developing
an implementation plan to carry out strategic actions, and
g) monitoring and updating the situation (Kaufman & Jacobs,
1987; Albrechts et al,, 2001). A key feature of the strategic
spatial plan is the SWOT analysis as a basis for devising ac-
tion strategies to achieve goals and objectives in priority areas.
Another distinguishing characteristic feature is its orientation
towards action, implementation and results. The institutional
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capacity to collaborate during the strategic planning process
is perceived to increase the effectiveness of implementation.
This institutionalisation (the design of arenas) could be initi-
ated during the strategic planning process by a planning team,
which may fuel forums for dialogue, decision-making and col-
laboration. John Bryson et al. (1986) distinguish three differ-
ent strategic planning arenas: those for key decision-makers,
the strategic planning team and strategic issue taskforces.
The formal arenas could be complemented with informal ones
in which new people, new alliances, new networks and new
ideas are brought together to articulate strategic priorities and

approaches (Albrechts et al., 2001).

In the absence of literature on planning in the transition coun-
tries in general and on strategic planning in particular, insights
from these experiences might contribute to better understand-
ing of urban transformation in post-communist cities and the
complex reality of planning. In this context, the SWOT analy-
sis may be more important as a way of establishing critical links
between the past, present and future. Although this technical,
rational approach might have its limitations, it is essential in
establishing the framework for the participatory stages in the
strategic planning process. Furthermore, the institutionalisa-
tion of strategic planning might be even more demanding if
extensive consultation is envisioned to establish legitimacy,
representation and diversity of input. Planning practice in
post-communist cities is influenced by extensive reliance on
physical land-use planning and experiences with public con-
sultation tend to be limited. These are significant limitations
for the design of the strategic planning process.

The strategic planning processes in these six cities have created
a shared vision for the future of the city as well as a framework
for more effectively planning policies and investments. The
process itself provides a basis for interdepartmental coordina-
tion and the creation of strategic partnerships and alliances
with central government, business and NGOs. Its goal-focused
development priorities link economic, social, spatial and fi-
nancial objectives, making some of the immediate choices on
strategic priorities explicit. Stakeholder participation in the
strategic process is “a search for a common vision” and aims
to develop public ownership and support.

In thinking about some of the advantages and disadvantages
of the process, several issues need to be considered. First, the
selection of strategic goals capitalises on the advantage of
hierarchical arrangements in strategic planning and strong
leadership, which allows goals to be established at the top
level (particularly in St Petersburg, Sofia and Vilnius) and
developed into more detailed policies and implementation
strategies at lower levels. Second, the process allows considera-
tion of alternatives on the basis of substantial analytical work
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(SWOT) and the creation of a framework for more integrated
decision-making in a collaborative manner (Vilnius, Prague
and Sofia). Third, it establishes better and more transparent
relationships among municipal bureaucrats, politicians and
their constituencies (Budapest, St Petersburg and Praguc).
The institutional setup and task-specific circles, or thematic
committees, bring together formal and informal institutions
with experts taking the lead role and facilitate partnerships.
Despite these advantages, the participatory process faces chal-
lenges and risks. It generates an enormous amount of infor-
mation, which is not always consistent (Budapest, Riga and
Sofia). It is difficult to achieve consensus and broker different
interests, particularly at the level of action plans and budgets.
Mutual trust, inclusiveness and partnership are critical for the
legitimacy of the participatory process, but they take a long
time to develop and nurture.

Although this article does not provide detailed content
analysis of the range of actions and programs in each thematic
cluster, it highlights similarities and differences of priorities in
three domains: the economic, social and built environment.
Cities have capitalised on their unique advantages as well as on
strengths and opportunities in the SWOT analysis to define
the strategic goals and objectives endorsed in the plans. The
typical hierarchical structure of the goal-achievement matrix
is perhaps best illustrated in the strategic plans of Vilnius,
Prague and St Petersburg. The extent to which strategic plan-
ning has been embedded in the repertoire of instruments for
urban management tends to be different. Prague and Vilnius
have continued to regularly update action plans aligned with
capital budgets, whereas in the other cities the sustainability of
strategic planning efforts is less explicit (Riga and Sofia) and
even non-existent (Budapest and St Petersburg). The critical
difference is affecting the way strategic planning is institution-
alised in the ex-post stage, with Vilnius and Prague setting up
designated departments to monitor implementation and to
augment action plans, if needed.

These experiments with strategic planning offer a systematic
test of the effectiveness and appropriateness of the concept
in post-communist cities. A few important elements might
characterise a successful approach. First, strategic spatial plan-
ning in which the participatory planning process is equally
important as the plan itself ensures broader consensus on pri-
orities and also mobilises public and institutional support for
its implementation. Second, it makes possible a combination
of multiple priorities and objectives (e.g., economic growth,
improvement of the business environment and social services,
land-use planning and investment links), which is essential for
creating cities that are competitive and liveable. Third, well-tar-
geted strategic spatial plans with clearly established priorities
allow synergies of various sectoral projects and generate posi-
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tive economic and social spillover effects. To sum up, it can
be argued that strategic spatial planning is an eflicient tool
for managing post-communist cities. It creates opportunities
to mobilise funds and wider support for cities’ priorities and
to define contextually appropriate multidimensional strategies
for future development.

Sasha Tsenkova

University of Calgary, Faculty of Environmental Design, Calgary,
Canada

E-mail: tsenkova@ucalgary.ca

Notes

1 For example, the Canadian International Agency supported the
development of the “first generation” of strategic plans in Riga, Tallinn
and Vilnius. More recently, the Cities Alliance - a global program led
by the World Bank and the United Nations Centre for Human Settle-
ments (UNCHS) - has played a critical role in the strategic planning
processes of Sofia and Riga.

2 The Budapest Concept defines three different planning periods:
a medium-term (7-year) financial forecast and development plan; a
long-term (15-year) program and 30- to 40-year very long-term vision
(City of Budapest, 2003).

BI Public consultation is facilitated by experts with participation open
to everyone interested in the issues. Normally the agenda and the
venue will be advertised widely; forms of engagement range from
open discussion, professional presentations, posters and responses
to questions from stakeholders.

™ In St Petersburg a General Council and Executive Committee were
appointed to work together with the Project Office at the Leontief
Centre.

B! Prague had a participatory process that established a forum for
the public to actively engage in preparing the strategic vision and
proposals for its implementation.

1 The campaign addressed a major problem with the lack of interest
demonstrated at the beginning of the strategic planning process;
only six opinions were received in the official public consultation.

"1 The Vilnius City Strategic Plan process included 15 working break-
fasts with 300 participants, six seminars with more than 400 partici-
pants and two conferences. In addition, the plan received sugges-
tions from more than 100 residents of Vilnius (Vilnius City Municipal-
ity Administration, 2003).

81 The conference attracted 400 people in its thematic sessions. This
was followed by six half-day discussions in the districts of Budapest
with the participation of political leaders (mayor or deputy mayor,
head of planning committee) and chief architects (Tosics, 2003).

®1 In the case of Budapest, the main differences between experts
and city politicians became visible 2 years after the first draft of the
plan. The politicians wanted to see more financial analysis behind
the suggested programs as well as a more precise definition of the
role of the municipality and other stakeholders in city development
(Tosics, 2003).

(19 Urban development in the 1990s in most of the post-communist
world, particularly in the capital cities, has been characterised by

Urbani izziv, volume 22, no. 1, 2011



98

suburbanisation of housing, retail and jobs. These trends, together
with growing car ownership, have created immense transportation
challenges in the historic cities (for further discussion, see Tsenkova &
Nedovic-Budic, 2006).
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