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Abstract - Revitalization is one of the most often used terms when it comes to urban planning practices of the 21st century. It 
is supposed to be interdisciplinary process of making the urban areas better functioning and more pleasant to live in. 

Revitalization as a process has appeared in the Western Europe already in the 1960. However, due to socio-economic changes, 
post-socialist countries are just currently going through the process of revitalization. Revitalization practices which were 
applied in the western Europe countries are often not applicable, as the historical and socio-economic circumstances in 
post-socialist countries are highly different, but some lessons and faults observed during the process can be observed and 
avoided. Urban planning processes cannot be divided from the political and economical processes, therefore public 
participation as a method in revitalization processes was proven to be effective and necessary. This article observes process of 
revitalization currently happening, through the example of the street, neighborhood improvement and revitalization of 
architectural heritage, in the city centre of Zagreb, capital of Republic of Croatia. The lack of public participation and dialogue 

between professionals results in various problems and devastation of urban space, architectural heritage and city identity.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

When speaking about spatial and urban planning in the 

21st century, term revitalization can often be heard. 

While many ‘’western’’ cities have already gone 

through the process of revitalization, the term is still 

actual in many cities, especially neighborhoods which 

still have not taken part in the ‘’modernization’’ 

process. Revitalization is even more relevant in all the 
‘’transition’’ countries, meaning countries which have 

reached independence just at the end of 20th century, 

such as Poland, Czech Republic, Slovakia and all 

Balkan countries including Republic of Croatia. 

Revitalization is defined as a  many-sided effort 

including revalorization, restoration, reconstruction, 

modernization, and actions aimed at revival of a  

building, district or a  town devastated in various 

aspects, also economic and social [1]. Revitalization, 

one might say that it is a form of action, being a part of 

urban policy, effecting the whole life of a city, the 

action combining respect for the past and local 
traditions with solving local problems of inhabitants. 

[2]. If understood that revitalization is the process 

which, amongst other things, deals with revival of 

economic and social aspects of the neighborhood and 

the city, and aims to solve the problems of the citizens 

it would be obvious that active citizen participation in 

the process of revitalization is necessary, considering 

it is their problems and needs are planned to be 

addressed and solved. The question is, however, is this 

always the case? The following article has a purpose to 

shortly analyze the process of revitalization of city of 
Zagreb, through the example of conservation and 

renovation of the Mestrovic Pavilion, also known as 

the Home of Croatian Artists, located on the Square of 

Victims of Fascism, in central Zagreb Croatia. 

Mestrovic Pavilion is just one of the points in the 

larger revitalization scale of the whole neighborhood 

surrounding main Marticeva Street. Revitalization 

process of this neighborhood started in the year 2015, 

with the main event Design District Festival, which is 

supposed to be trigger for further revitalization 

process (figure 1). Throughout analyses of the existing 

academic work on the revitalization, urban planning 

process and citizen participation, but also taking into 

account the media and journalism following the 
process of conservation and renovation of the 

Mestrovic Pavilion, this article aims to show that there 

is the lack of citizen participation  and citizen 

consultation in the mentioned process and questions 

negative effects due to lack of public involvement.  

 

 
Figure 1 - Map Showing the Program of the Design District 

Festival, with the Mestrovic Pavilion in the down right corner. 

 

II. REVITALIZATION PROCESS AND 

CITIZEN PARTICIPATION IN CITY OF 

ZAGREB. 

 

It could be said that revitalization processes of 

Croatian cities, primarily Zagreb as the capital city, 

started after declaring Croatian independence, and 
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when the post-war situation had calmed down. Many 

Croatian cities needed renovation and revitalization 
due to the war demolitions, however, Zagreb was not 

as badly affected by the Croatian war for 

independence. Rather than that, Zagreb was in need of 

socio-economic revitalization due to 

deindustrialization and privatization processes which 

occurred after the change of political system from 

Yugoslavian socialism to democratic Republic of 

Croatia. Many processes which have had already 

happened in the western cities were yet to start 

happening in the future of the new capital of newly 

formed country. While many processes were 

happening spontaneously over the years, city 
development was naturally ongoing, with the Croatian 

acceptance into the European Union in 2013 with 

access to European Union Funding and international 

organizations and cooperation process of revitalization 

officially started. Cooperation between the 

government officials and professionals from The 

Faculty of Architecture and Urban Planning, and 

association Zagreb Society of Architects in the year 

2015 local authorities have launched the research 

project which was supposed to help create the 

revitalization project for the city. Two different teams 
were formed to work on the research. First team was 

made of selected professionals with background in 

architecture and urban planning research, who were 

supposed to undertake scientific research in order to 

localize possible problems in the city. Second team 

was an interdisciplinary team which was supposed to 

research the problems of the city through the ‘’citizen 

participation module’’, which meant to locate 

problems through communication and surveys with 

citizens, non-government and non-profit associations, 

local government representatives etc. The main goal 

was to create two research projects, one which collects 
data ‘’from top to the bottom’’ (first team) and other 

one which collects data from ‘’bottom to the top’’ 

(second team), after having both researches done, they 

were to be overlapped in order to create precise points 

of intervention. When all the necessary data is 

collected professionals, in this case architects and 

urban planners from Faculty of Architecture and 

Urban Planning, were to prepare project proposals and 

public competitions, and then the government 

representatives were to realize the projects. In which 

degree is the mentioned model positive citizen 
participation? If the described model was to be put on 

the Sherry Arnstein’s Ladder of Citizen Participation 

[3] what degree of citizen participation could be 

argued? Arnstein argues that citizen participation 

happens only on top of the ladder, which she has 

defined as ‘’Citizen Power’’. She says, that although 

the eight-rung ladder, divided in three categories 

(nonparticipation, tokenism and citizen power) is a 

simplification, it does illustrate the point that there are 

significant gradations of citizen participation. If the 

ladder was used on model of Zagreb revitalization it 

would seem that in early stage of research condoned 

by the second team citizens and general public would 

have had the voice, which would vary from 4th ladder 
rung which is consultation, to 6th ladder rung which is 

partnership. Citizens would have a voice to speak 

about their problems through surveys and open 

questions which could be seen and consultation, and 

even working with the second research team try to 

offer the solutions and ideas which could be seen as 

partnership. However, in the meantime citizen 

participation is non-existing in the work of the first 

research team. Furthermore, when public competitions 

and project proposals are formed, once both researches 

are done, citizen participation is completely 

non-existing, as they do not have voice in creating 
project proposals, or even voting for the projects in 

public competition domain, as the voting is reserved 

for the professionals and government representatives. 

This brings up the legitimacy of citizen participation in 

the process. Arnstein also recognizes the limitations of 

the typology in the eight rungs of ladder, she says that 

characteristics used to illustrate each of the eight types 

might be applicable to other rungs and that in the 

reality there could be 150 rungs of the ladder with less 

pure distinctions between them, which could lead to 

questioning the motive of the power holders in 
involving general public in decision making process. 

This problem was recognized in the article Public 

Participation in Planning by Innes and Booher, where 

they say how public posting of planning proposals is 

often met with many comments coming from general 

public, but the ‘’agency’’ is not obligated in any way 

to use the comments or respond to them, and later the 

agency chooses the solutions leaving commentators 

unaware whether their opinion was being heard or 

used in any way [4]. De Souza Briggs speaks about 

partnership becoming the norm in the community 

development practice in the USA.  
Partnership and communication might be the key 

factor in revitalization and neighborhood 

improvement processes. One of the best examples of 

revitalization, which wasn’t followed by negative 

processes such as gentrification is Kreuzberg in 

Berlin. Drapella-Hermansdorfer says that 

revitalization was based on the idea of participation of 

inhabitants, maintaining the technical standards, 

environmentally friendly solutions and open process 

of taking decisions. The process of revitalization was 

realized in consultation with the local community 
(participatory design) and each of the building was 

treated individually. During the renovation activities, 

the local economy was supported – local services were 

used and building materials were provided by local 

suppliers [5].  

One of the areas recognized as in the need of 

revitalization in the research in Zagreb was area 

around Marticeva street, including Subiceva Street, 

Zvonimirova Street, Rackoga Street, Draskoviceva 

Street and Vlaska Street. The area was known as the 

industrial part of the city, with many car mechanic 

shops and car saloons. The idea, which came from 
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professionals such as designers and architects, was to 

create an annual festival of design, which would 
include small architecture renovations, artistic 

installations and design makeovers. First festival 

happened in the year 2016 and has been marked as big 

success. The intention of the festival was to trigger 

change in the neighborhood and community, to start 

revitalization process slowly and grow it organically. 

However, after the success of the first edition of the 

festival, with many spaces in the area anyways 

abandoned and unused, cheap rents, the unanticipated 

process of gentrification started.  

 

Designers and architects started renting workshop 
spaces and offices for their studios, but also for their 

living spaces. In just 2 years the demographic of the 

neighborhood has changed drastically, with most of 

the previous businesses in the area replaced by new 

coffee shops, small restaurants and designer stores. 

The change was seen as positive in the general public 

in the beginning, however with time passing rents 

were raising, neighborhood was becoming ‘’more 

exclusive’’, name of the neighborhood changed into 

Design District, after the festival. To understand the 

phenomenon term gentrification should be explained. 
Through history, since first Glass coined the term 

"gentrification" in 1964 to describe the influx of 

middle-class people displacing lower-class worker 

residents in urban neighborhoods on the example of 

London [6], the definition was changing. In the late 

80s by gentrification was considered making 

neighborhoods more elite and prestige [7], while later 

in the 90s it was considered as a positive process of 

making the neighborhoods better, with negative side 

effect of possible displacement of the lower income 

residents [8], [9]. 

 
Gentrification is understood today as a phenomenon 

consisting of: (1) reinvestment of capital; (2) rise in 

social and material status of a neighborhood; (3) 

changes in the townscape; (4) direct or indirect 

displacement of lower-income residents by wealthier 

groups (Davidson and Lees, 2005). Today, besides the 

middle class, which was the leading group of 

gentrifiers already half a century ago, many other 

social groups participate in this process – from 

students [10] to the highest-income residents. 

Neighborhood improvement (or revitalization), 
however, is not synonymous with gentrification. 

Neighborhood reinvestment can occur and improve 

the quality of life for existing residents without the 

widespread displacement associated with 

gentrification, the positive example could be already 

mentioned Kreuzberg in Berlin.  

There are no official statistics yet as in how many 

people were displaced from the neighborhood, but one 

thing is certain - this neighborhood is changing. Local 

citizens might have welcomed the change in the 

beginning, regardless of not being the part of public 

communication and participation but time will tell 

how positive this change will be for the local 

community. 

 
Figure 2  - Photo of Design District in Zagreb.(photo credit: 

Petar Santini) 

Source: 

https://www.croatiaweek.com/first-festival-design-district-zagr

eb-a-great-success/ 

 

III. MESTROVIC PAVILION - 

CONSTRUCTION OR DESTRUCTION 

 

However, the problematic trend of disregarding the 

general public in making decisions has continued in 

the future revitalization process in neighborhood now 

known as Design District. As the part of revitalization 

project building known as Mestrovic Pavilion with its 

surroundings was supposed to be renovated. The 

government representatives, together with the mayor 

of city of Zagreb did not create the public competition 
project for the renovation, but instead invited 

architect, which is not publicly known to lead the 

project of renovation of the pavilion and the plot on 

which it is. Public was informed that conservation and 

renovation will take place, but nor the professional or 

general public were invited for discussion or presented 

with the solution. Professionals have also asked for the 

documentation regarding the legality of the process to 

be shown, but it was never showed to public. The 

Meštrović Pavilion (Croatian: Meštrovićev paviljon), 

also known as the Home of Croatian Artists and 

colloquially as džamija, Croatian for "mosque" was 
designed by Ivan Mestrovic and built in 1938. 

Throughout history it has changed its function 

multiple times - an art gallery before World War II, it 

was converted into a mosque under the Independent 

State of Croatia and was subsequently transformed 

into the Museum of the Revolution in post-war 

Yugoslavia. In 1990, it was given back to the Croatian 

Association of Artists. After extensive renovation, it 

has served as a space for exhibitions and events since 

2006. 

 
Figure 3  - Photo of the magnolia tree in front of the Mestrovic 

Pavilion 

Source:https://www.zagreb.info/aktualno/zg/magnolije-s-trga-z

rtava-fasizma-presadene-su-u-rasadnik-cret-biraju-novu-lokac

iju-za-sadnju/177892 
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The latest renovation has been announced in 2016 at 

the part of the revitalization of the area. As mentioned 
above, general public was not or informed or invited 

into discussion about changes to the building and its 

surroundings. Same goes for the professionals, such as 

architects and urban planners. As soon as the 

renovation started media outburst followed, writing 

about the illegality of the process. New public 

associations and organizations were formed in order to 

try to protect the building itself, which is listed in the 

architectural heritage list of buildings, protected by the 

Croatian law, but not only the building but the park 

surrounding building, which was home to more than 

40 tree species which were growing for the last 80 
years (figures 3 and 4). 

 
Figure 4 - Photo of Mestrovic Pavilion and surroundings before 

the renovation in 2016. On photo is visible rich vegetation 

surrounding the pavilion 

Source: 

http://pogledaj.to/arhitektura/trg-zrtava-autokratskih-odluka/ 

 

As soon as the construction started, 42 trees and 

bushes were cut down, including magnolia tree. 

Newly formed organizations and associations were 

protesting change in the landscape, and asking for 

accountability of the government representatives. The 

architect which was hired to redesign the square and 

design the renovation of the pavilion was giving 

argument that she is restoring the first planned design 
created by Mestrovic, which wanted the pavilion on 

the empty plot to show its grace and pulchritude. Many 

professionals on the other hand strongly disagreed 

with this solution, arguing that pavilion has never been 

in an empty field and that this ‘’old new’’ design does 

not respect genius loci of the space. During all this 

time nobody still saw the final project or the proposed 

design. Under pressure of the general public and 

professionals the architect responsible for the 

construction released the architecture visualizations, 

just 3D rendered images, without any other 
documentations (figure 5). 

 

 
Figure 5 - 3D rendering of the project by Loredana Stunic 

Source: 

http://pogledaj.to/arhitektura/trg-zrtava-autokratskih-odluka/ 

Citizens have had enough of the free will of those in 

power, calling out especially mayor which was during 
the years called out for exercising his free will when it 

comes to decisions in architecture and urban planning 

of the city. Professionals were unhappy because yet 

again they were not asked for an opinion and no public 

competition was made to create the project and to 

create the public discourse on this topic.  

 

The fact that the architect hired from the mayor and 

government representatives is in the same political 

party as the mayor did not help. Many professionals 

call this way of treating the space and public 

dictatorship, and speak about ‘’architecture of erased 
space’’. Public discourse was turned into battlefield 

where media and general public were in form of the 

attack, while city officials and the architect behind the 

project were answering only when absolutely 

necessary, continuing with the project.  

 

The conservation project was making less and less 

sense how the construction continued, as they have 

destroyed also the stone staircase, which is one of the 

trademarks of the whole building and have decided to 

replace it with concrete staircase (figure 6). 
 

 
Figure 6 - Photo of Mestrovic Pavilion during the construction, 

showing the demolition of the stone staircase surrounding the 

building, which was decided to be replaced with concrete 

staircase photo credit: Cropix / Author: CROPIX 

Source:https://www.tportal.hr/vijesti/clanak/drama-oko-magn

olija-pogledajte-sto-se-sada-dogada-s-mestrovicevim-paviljono

m-foto-20180421 

 

Despite the tries from general public, media and 

professional the communication between them and the 
government officials and representatives did not 

happen. Construction was successfully finished as 

planned (figure 7), according the project which was 

never presented in public and building was officially 

opened in September 2018.  

While some, including the professionals such as 

artists, sculptures and art historians welcomed the 

change and spoke positively about the new state of the 

square and the building, many are still protesting 

asking for bringing back the vegetation to the square 

(figure 8). 
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Figure 7 - Photo of the Square of Victims of Fasicm and 

Mestrovic pavilion before and after the renovation author: 

Zagreb From Above 

Source: https://www.facebook.com/zagreb.from.above 

 

 
Figure 8 - Protest in front of the freshly opened Mestrovic 

Pavilion with transparent saying ‘’Total Fraud’’ photo credit: 

Vratite Magnoliju 

Source: 

https://lider.media/lider-trend/pogledajte-kako-iz-zraka-izgled

a-novi-mestrovicev-paviljon/ 

 

IV. CONCLUSION 

 

Looking at the examples of revitalization process 

happening currently in city of Zagreb, it can be 

discussed whether the projects being done have 

positive or negative effect on the city. It can also be 

argued whether they have architectural and aesthetic 
value, and how well are they executed in terms of 

urban and spatial planning. However, the one thing 

which this article aimed to prove is the lack of the 

citizen participation in the projects regarding 

revitalization. As the definition of revitalization says 

that it is a process of revival of the space in social, 

economical and spatial way in order to make life of 

citizens better, it comes logically that these for who the 

projects are being made should be involved in the 

process. Case of Mestrovic Pavilion proves that when 

there is no citizen involvement then there is higher risk 

of projects of not being accepted, understood and 
welcomed. If the general public was presented with 

the problem regarding the pavilion and the square 

there is a possibility that compromise solution would 

be found and that project would be accepted. 

However, disregarding the general public and 

professionals in this case resulted in forming the new 

citizen associations protesting the project and being 

unhappy with the public space, which by definition 

should belong to the public. Dialogue between ‘’the 

state’’ and the citizens can produce wider access to 

more relevant knowledge, triggering agreement on 

alternative solutions that tap latent concerns for the 
good of others while meeting underlying interests 

[11]. Although the citizen participation had existed in 

the beginning of the revitalization process in Zagreb, 

and citizens had opportunity to share ideas, the method 

by which it was executed has failed, more so that 

involvement of citizens has completely stopped in the 

future project development. ‘’The political influence 

model operates with the powerful players and does not 

welcome direct citizen involvement at all. Teamed up 

with technical planning, this model virtually squeezes 

out dialogue or genuine involvement of citizens.’’ 

[12]. Even if the law in this particular case was 
respected, and the public competition was held in 

order to chose the project proposal for renovation and 

revitalization, it still would not involve general public 

and laypeople as they cannot participate in public 

competitions. Due to the current laws, participation in 

architectural and urban planning competitions is 

reserved for the professionals, and jury usually 

consists of professionals and government 

representatives. General public and laypeople are just 

presented with the chosen works. One of the answers 

is certainly new model of collaborative planning in 
revitalization process, forming new ways of 

communication between the state and the public. ‘’The 

focus of citizen participation in the new paradigm is 

not the one-way communication between government 

and citizen or citizen and government, but the 

multi-way communication among many actors and 

citizens. The ultimate purpose of citizen involvement 

is to integrate well developed citizen opinion into 

collective actions and decisions, but to do so in a way 

that maintains autonomy for the public sphere.’’ [12]. 

While this article does not aim to find one exact 

solution to solve the problem of citizen participation it 
does want to point out that when it comes to 

revitalization and urban planning decisions citizen 

participation is of the vital role to achieve successful 

final result. 
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