
Ljubljana





53Ljubljana

Building Community on 
the Outskirts of the City

During the socialist period, the housing blocks 
of Bratovševa ploščad were lively sociable 
places, but the neighbourhood has now become 
a dormitory area. In cooperation with a local 
association, the Urban Planning Institute 
of the Republic of Slovenia has been involving 

residents in re-imagining possible futures. 
They have launched a range of activities, from 
picnics to photo story competitions, to show 
that this undervalued piece of architectural 
heritage on the edge of the city is a great place 
to live. 

Part 2 Experiments

By Côme Bastin and Fleur Weinberg
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“Until the eighties, urban planning in Slovenia was largely focused 
on achieving urban growth by means of large industrial com-
plexes and housing schemes,” explains Matej Nikšič, PhD at the 
Urban Planning Institute of the Republic of Slovenia (UIRS). But 
the switch to capitalism in 1991 changed urban development 
issues, explains the architect who also serves as the coordinator 
of Human Cities activities in Slovenia. “Today most Slovenians 
dream of a detached house with a garden, while living in the large 
apartment blocks has lost its appeal.” 

For the UIRS, the rise of stand-alone houses and the disaffection 
with the urban heritage of socialist times is a double concern. First, 

“It leads to a city that is more and more horizontal,” explains archi-
tect Nina Goršič, a team member of Human Cities Ljubljana. “This 
affects Ljubljana in terms of transportation, the environment, and 
real estate prices.” Secondly, it harms the quality of life in existing 
housing. The transition to capitalism has substantially changed 
the way of life of most Slovenians. “People used to start work 
at 6 am and finish at 2 pm, they had the afternoon off and fami-
lies used to gather in the public spaces”, Matej Nikšič describes. 

“Today, offices close in the evening and people don’t spend time 
outside with their kids anymore. Suburban areas that used to be 
full of life have now become dormitory places.”

“Together to the platform!”

When the Urban Planning Institute was considering how to con-
tribute to the Human Cities programme in 2015, Matej Nikšič and 
his colleagues Biba Tominc and Nina Goršič wondered how they 
could promote the image of socialist housing. “We didn’t only 
decide to focus on the suburbs because the Human Cities slo-
gan is Challenging the city scale,” Matej Nikšič explains. “We also 
did it because for the last ten years the city of Ljubljana has spent 
most of its regeneration budget on the historical city centre.” For 
that reason they chose an area called Ruski car (Russian Tsar) on 
the northern edge of Ljubljana, with apartment blocks up to 16 
storeys high and a central open space called Bratovševa ploščad. 

“We tried to identify places where residents wanted to improve the 
public space,” Matej Nikšič recounts. “In Bratovševa ploščad there 
was an initiative called ‘Skupaj na ploščad!’.” It means “Together 

Students exhibited their ideas for Bratovševa ploščad in a newly constructed open-air 
meeting space. © Blaž Jamšek / UIRS

Previous page 
Residents were actively involved in co-designing interventions in the public space 
of Ruski car. © Blaž Jamšek / UIRS
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The “let’s be neighbours” corner, co-designed by residents. 
© Blaž Jamšek / UIRS

The two lives of 
Bratovševa ploščad 

50 years ago the district 
of Ruski car, with its large 
central square called 
Bratovševa ploščad, was one 
of the symbols of Ljubljana’s 
urban expansion. Under the 
former socialist government, 
the country had to be rebuilt 
after the war and large 
affordable housing estates 
were constructed to support 

the country’s industrial 
growth strategy. Located 
in the northern suburbs 
of the Slovenian capital, 
the Ruski car neighbourhood 
was one of the new districts 
built to house the enlarged 
urban population. 50 
years later, Bratovševa 
ploščad – named after two 
World War II heroes – has 

lost its original character and 
identity. The urban heritage 
of the neighbourhood is 
listed, but it is badly in need 
of regeneration. The Human 
Cities project aimed to 
improve daily life in the area 
by means of participatory 
approaches. 
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Top: After a call for ideas, a “well-being station” was set up 
by students of the Faculty of Architecture in Ljubljana. 
© Blaž Jamšek / UIRS

Bottom: The "Photo story of our neighbourhood" project was 
popular with adults and children. © Blaž Jamšek / UIRS
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to the platform!” in English because of the appearance of the 
open space in the middle, which is actually the concrete roof of 
a car park.

Skupaj na ploščad! was set up in 2013 by a group of architects 
and landscape architects living in the area. Its objective is to “deal 
with spatial issues, which are inseparable from the social ones”, 
explains architect Damjana Hudnik Zaviršek, who founded the 
association. “We are trying to make residents aware of the need 
to revitalise the neighbourhood.” To reinforce the sense of com-
munity that had been lost over the decades, Skupaj na ploščad! 
has organised a range of events: an open-air film night in sum-
mer, a communal herbal garden as well as community beehives, 
a workshop with children to ask them about their dreams for the 
public space, a market for fresh vegetables from the farms in the 
nearby villages, and so on.

Giant picnic

“We connected with Skupaj na ploščad! to understand the area and 
its residents,” says Matej Nikšič from the UIRS. In spring 2015, “we 
invited everyone to a guided tour of Bratovševa ploščad”. During 
this walk with the two organisations, citizens had an opportunity to 
speak their mind. “At first some of our urban planners were afraid, 
because they thought locals would just complain,” Matej Nikšič 
remembers. “But in this case it was very constructive. 30 people 
joined us with ideas about what was good in the neighbourhood, 
how the public space could be used and other topics related to 
the quality of life.” The following day a co-creation session was 
organised with designer and entrepreneur Alice Holmberg, who 
served as a Human Cities adviser. “We tried to get a better under-
standing of the problems by having different groups of residents 
exploring topics in a round-table manner,” Nina Goršič explains. 

“Some of them were concerned about the condition of the car park 
which they thought might collapse, others were worried about 
the maintenance of the front gardens, and so on.”

At the end of the consultation process, a decision was made to 
work with Skupaj na ploščad! to make the most of the potential 
of Bratovševa ploščad’s central platform. “The idea was to set 
up small events to show that it’s more than just the roof of a car 
park,” Matej Nikšič says. And what better way to bring people 
together than with food and drink? The two organisations there-
fore started by organising a giant public picnic in summer 2015. 
Locally grown food helped to lure children and families out of their 
apartment buildings and meet on the platform. “People could also 
make their own drinks with juice-bikes, to promote sustainable 
mobility,” Matej Nikšič says. “There are actually too many cars in 
the neighbourhood.” Organising urban games allowed Skupaj na 
ploščad! to attract residents who are not usually involved in dis-
cussions about local matters. “It helped to reinforce a sense of 
community among residents,” Damjana Hudnik Zaviršek believes. 

Photo story competition

However, one of the problems encountered by the UIRS and 
Skupaj na ploščad! was that some people did not want to meet in 
the public space or take part in discussions about it. To get them 

involved, the two organisations decided to combine photogra-
phy and digital technology in an initiative called “Photo story of 
our neighbourhood” (see also http://humancities.uirs.si/en-gb/). 

“We organised a public call asking residents of any large housing 
estate, in any city, to give their impressions of their neighbourhood 
by taking a photo and sending it to us,” Matej Nikšič recounts. 
Participants were encouraged to focus on positive aspects and 
to write a brief explanation of what they wanted to communi-
cate with their photo. The initiative was also a way to explore 
the challenges faced by other suburbs, both inside and outside 
Slovenia. “The success of this project showed us that some peo-
ple don’t want to communicate directly but need a bit of distance 
to express themselves,” Matej Nikšič explains. “Taking a picture 
is a good way to do so.” 

In the meantime, UIRS and Skupaj na ploščad! organised sev-
eral activities with local school children and the Museum of 
Architecture and Design (MAO). “The activities were a combina-
tion of lectures and workshops to introduce children to participa-
tory urban planning and encourage them to preserve the heritage 
of their neighbourhood,” explains Natalija Lapajne, a mentor and 
curator of MAO. “They went out to the fields and tried to imagine 
public space interventions.” Together with the children, Skupaj na 
ploščad! has also made urban furniture for the Bratovševa ploščad 
square, like a bee and bird hotel. Urban planning students at 
Ljubljana’s Faculty of Architecture even designed and constructed 
a wooden pavilion – called a “station of well-being” – which now 
serves as a meeting place in Bratovševa ploščad. After all these 
workshops with young people, “we gained a better insight into 
their ideas about neighbourhood”, Damjana Hudnik Zaviršek 
believes. “We prepared them to be active citizens in the future.” 

During the international Human Cities meeting in Ljubljana in 
May 2017, the Human Cities open-air exhibition was shown in the 
neighbourhood to inspire residents. It featured the photo story 
competition, the activities of the children, ideas from students, 
and examples of public space interventions in other European 
cities. “We wanted to demonstrate that cooperation and working 
together brings many shared benefits. Thanks to the contribu-
tions of the Human Cities partners, we were also able to commu-
nicate good case studies from around Europe as an inspiration 
for local activities in the future,” Matej Nikšič says. The exhibi-
tion was then moved to the building of the UIRS “and in summer 
2018, the first Slovenian architectural gallery DESSA wanted to 
host it in their exhibition space in the city centre”, Matej Nikšič 
adds enthusiastically.

Support for the citizens

Looking back at the experiment, Matej Nikšič and Damjana Hudnik 
Zaviršek both think that they have managed to change the image 
of the neighbourhood. “It’s important, because this kind of dense 
housing can be a very good place to live,” Matej Nikšič says. “Just 
a short walk away there are open landscapes leading to the Alps, 
and you also have small eco-farms all around that provide deli-
cious food on your doorstep.” But working on the reputation of 
the area isn’t enough. Government policies are needed to give 
the old suburbs a new lease of life. “Incomplete and unregulated 
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One of the co-design activities for residents and children. 
© Tomaž Zupan

“The idea was to set up small 
events to show that it’s more 
than just the roof of a car park,”
Matej Nikšič
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Top: Children from a local primary school used various 
participatory design tools to develop their ideas. 
© Blaž Jamšek / UIRS

Bottom: Facilitated by Skupaj na ploščad! children developed 
concrete actions to improve public space like constructing a bee 
and bird hotel. © Blaž Jamšek / UIRS
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ownership of public space is a major issue for urban regenera-
tion,” Damjana Hudnik Zaviršek explains. During the socialist area, 
Bratovševa ploščad was owned by the national construction com-
pany. After the switch to capitalism, the organisation went bank-
rupt and quickly had to sell its properties to settle its debts. “It’s a 
big mess now and we urgently need policies to address it,” Matej 
Nikšič says. “The square is partly privatised and it’s not clear who 
the owner is. You need a lawyer to figure out how to deal with it!”

This also explains the ongoing physical and social degradation 
of the area, which is what Skupaj na ploščad! fights against. “By 
sharing common values residents are preparing to share space 
and spend time together,” Damjana Hudnik Zaviršek says. “Many 
of the socialist neighbourhoods have self-organised initiatives 
like this, but they need a bit of financial or even administrative 
support,” Matej Nikšič adds. “In the long run, people can’t keep 
investing so much of their free time, money, and energy in urban 
revitalisation.” For now, Ljubljana’s municipality recognises the 
civic initiative but does not actively support it. “When we began 
the experiment, the municipality ignored us because they did not 
want to spend their budget on participatory urban regeneration 
in the suburbs,” Matej Nikšič says. “But we managed to get sup-
port from the local city office.” Admittedly the local city office 
doesn’t have much money or power. “Still, they supported us by 
promoting our events, taking part in them, giving chocolates to 
the participants.” Matej Nikšič hopes it’s the first step towards 
changing the mindset of Ljubljana’s central authorities.

UIRS: from urban plan-
ning to urban thinking 

Founded in 1953, the Urban 
Planning Institute of the 
Republic of Slovenia (UIRS) 
used to be a government 
institution responsible for 
spatial development questions 
throughout Slovenia. With 
the end of socialism, the 
organisation had to redefine 
itself and became a research 
institute. It now explores  
a wide range of topics 
related to urban space 
in order to develop new 

methodological approaches, 
inform decision – making and 
support policy development. 
The institute is involved in 
a multitude of international 
exchanges between Slovenian 
practice and the global 
planning community. In May 
2017, the UIRS organised  
a Human Cities_Challenging 
the City Scale exhibition lab 
and workshop. European 
partners helped Bratovševa 
ploščad test experimental 

participatory tools with the 
local community. Academic 
activities included the 
international seminar “Public 
spaces for local life”, 
organised together with 
AESOP’s “Public Spaces and 
Urban Cultures” thematic 
group and the urban planning 
department at the Faculty  
of Architecture of the 
University of Ljubljana. 



The experiment helped connect residents through activities like gardening, reading 
and taking care of animals. © Damjana Zaviršek / Skupaj na ploščad!

“We prepared the school children to be active 
citizens in the future.”
Damjana Hudnik Zaviršek
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Top: Local school children were actively engaged in the revitalisation 
of their neighbourhood. © Blaž Jamšek / UIRS

Bottom: Human Cities partners engaged in co-design activities 
during their visit to Ljubljana. © Blaž Jamšek / UIRS
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The tool “Photo-Story of our Neighbourhood” was tested with the international group 
of participants of the Human Cities event in May 2017. © Blaž Jamšek / UIRS


