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Public space Not for sale!
In the past half a year, more than 4 massive civic protests took place in the public spaces
of Sofia. The Protestants were standing against the extreme freedom of the private
monopolists and the unclear political decision-making. Those civic acts are accompanied
by the emerging interest towards the actors and the marks of the transition period
(movies, books etc.). The ability to summarize and recapitulate this painful for the society
transitional period might indicate its end.
This project joins the protest of the people in the streets of Sofia. However, instead of
protesting against the political system, if focuses on the planning processes of the transition
and the marks they have left on the urban structure. In addition, the project propose a way,
that those processes could be integrated and canalized, so that the city can move forward.
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Public space ‘Not for sale’!
This project started with a strong interest for
the city of Sofia and the urban problems and
potentials it has to oﬀer. The thesis is exploring
the relation between 3 main elements,
identified within the urban environment of
Sofia: the processes resulting from the change
political change in 1989, the unexploited
cultural heritage and the ability of public space
to regenerate urbanity. The project exploits the
relation between those elements while finding
a solution to the main challenges in front of
the city today: To achieve a balanced urban
development, which will lead to international
recognition.
The structure of the thesis follows the oneyear process of its elaboration. It starts with
a research part, defining the problem and
the tracking the political reasons behind it.
The project analyzes the main socio- spatial
problems of the city, through the scope of the
public space – a vulnerable urban element,
constituted form the relations between diverse
actors (public, private, civic). Therefore, the
public space becomes a useful analytical tool,
speaking of the complex processes taking place
in the city.
A theoretical part explores the capacities and
properties of public space on a context-free
level. Public space is then used as a structural
tool, able to frame the urban management

model in a desired direction. In order to
reinforce that structure, and give it a social
dimension, public space is engaged with the
cultural and historical heritage of the area.
The final products, a strategy and a design,
oﬀers an example of how the of the main
project elements could co-exist. Although the
thesis was initiated by a strong interest about
the specific location, the project concludes
by an approach that could be applied to
other locations, sharing similar symptoms
and problems. The project has an impact on
the spatial conditions, on the socio-cultural
integration and the urban identity.
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1.
Introduction
This chapter describes the context and defines the main problem of the thesis. Next it specifies the aims and the
research questions, derived form the problem.
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Location of Bulgaria and the city of Sofia
Romania

Population living in cities: 69.6 %
Capital: Sofia
Population: 1 259 446 mn = 21% of the county’s
population
EU member since 2007

Serbia

Sofia region
Black Sea

Source: NSI (National statistical institute)
Macedonia

Turkey

Greece

Former USSR
Limit of communist governance
until 1989
Central and eastern Europe(CEE)
Bulgaria and it’s capital: Sofia
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The transformation processes taking part
in Central and Eastern European cities have
been a subject of extended attention from
urban professionals (Dimitrovska Andrews
et al., 2007, Stanilov, 2007b). The 20 years
transformation process is characterized by
intense urban processes due to the change
of the political regime, but also the influence
of global forces. The transformation process
in CEE countries is described as ‘magnifying
glass’ ( Hirt , p. 483), where occur changes
particular for the CEE context, but also urban
problems characteristic for the western cities.
Public space is an urban element particularly
aﬀected by the described. However, on the
global scale, the shrinking public realm is also
becoming a concern for urban specialist. The
analyze of the public space in the city of Sofia,
therefore could be regarded as a part of a
global problem.
1.1 The city of Sofia and the last major shift
Sofia is the biggest city in Bulgaria, its capital
and major economic, educational and cultural
centre. The city has a long history of prosperity
dating from the Roman times. However few of
these memories have persisted. Next to the
glorious moments, the city has been a subject
of conquering and undergone multiple political
changes. This project tracks the consequences
of the last radical change: a change towards
democracy, after the fall of the iron curtain
16

in 1989. The previous communist, centralized
top-down government was replaced by a
democratic one, promoting market economy.
During the following period of ‘transition’,
that lasted for more than t 20 years, severe
socioeconomic problems emerged, reflecting
on the urban environment. Today, next to the
equation of internal transformation, the city is
dis paying symptoms, similar to other global
cities, trying to become competitive actor on
the global scene, adding to and develop new
urban models, responding to the new political
and economic context.
1.2 Post-socialist development issues
Since the change of the regime in 1989,
the main urban development occurred via
the private sector (Hirt, 2006). This could
be regarded as a reaction to the previous
exceeding (totalitarian) control over the city
and the lack of private actors. The free market
and the new urban policies after 1989 brought
insatiably in the equation. The government
was not able to control the explosive private
developments, neither to elaborate an urban
master plan, to control the processes (fig.1.1).
The result is an uncontrolled private-driven
development, apparition of a ‘self regulated
urbanity’ disregarding any social aspects and
mainly serving the market. Because of new
priorities, lack of means or/and as a reaction to
the previous excessive public orientated policy,

the city started to develop unevenly, displaying
symptoms of socio-spatial fragmentation,
visible in the urban fabric by emerging patterns
such as gated communities, slums (based on
ethnical diﬀerence) , urban sprawl and caroriented development.
An urban element that was severely aﬀected
by that radical change in the management
model is the public space.

Isolation of the western influence

Free market

Absence of private sector
Restricted market
Public development only
1880

1938

1944

1961

Urban growth
Globalization
Privatization/ Land restitution
1989

2006

?

2012

New concepts needed for and
integrated city
Communist republic of Bulgaria

Democratic republic of Bulgaria

New masterplan

Political change

Fig. 1.1/ Timeline of the urban masterplans in relation to the political changes. The main concepts of the diﬀerent
regimes, aﬀecting the urban planning systems are shown.
Source: by author
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1.3 Public space transformations
The public space, which used to be entirely
controlled and developed by the state, became
positioned in the hearth of the tension between
the new actors that emerged on the urban
scene. The public sector was too weak and
didn’t posses the resources to maintain and
protect the Public spaces. As a result many of the
public spaces developed during the communist
regime were return to pre-communist owners
(land-ownership restitution). The emerging
private developer business was seeing in the
Public space aﬀordable development land.
For the citizens, Public space became a way
of making profit, either by commercial usage
or by selling reinstituted (public) spaces to
private companies.
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Public space transforming under the pressure of
complex relations among the new actors.
Source: by author

The outcomes of this process resulted in the
fragmented and transformed public space.
On the local scale, the public space lost
its meaning of adding quality to the urban
environment and being a place for social
interaction and communication. Instead it was
privatized, commercialized (Stanilov, 2007) or
serving diﬀerent functions, such as hosting the
increased number of vehicles in the city.
On the city level, it failed to act as a network,
integrating the emerging urban structures into
one system and promoting social mixture.
This creates prepositions to aggravate the
fragmentation, that already in happening in
the city of Sofia.
1.4 Government ambitions
1.4.1 Creating a strong identity
After this first period of transition (urban and
economic), characterized as ‘self –regulated
urbanity’, Sofia is aiming towards a better
position on the global scene, reaching for
EU standards, models of governance and
planning and attraction of global capitals. This
becomes the main challenge in front of urban
professionals, focusing of adapting the urban
model to a more completive structure. The
municipal strategy for 2020 (Municipality, 2007)
advocates the creation of new centralities, in
order to achieve a polycentric urban model
(fig.1.3). Another priority for the government

is the construction of large amount of new
infrastructure. The attention towards the local
scale, the public amenities and the quality of
life of people, seems incompatible with the
established goal for attracting global finance.
However, in a distant perspective, focusing on
the global investments might not be a suﬃcient
approach for the prosperity of the city. In his
lecture, John Friedmann (2007) argues that
global finances are constantly being relocated,
leaving behind devastated economies and
cities as well as numerous lives on the hazard
(unemployed). Instead, the city authorities
should focus more on local assets, highlighting
the particularity of the city and having a direct
impact on the everyday life of people because
they are the greatest “wealth “of a city.

Attempt to promote the city world-wide
by attracting famous architects in a design
competition for secondary center in Sofia
2009
The winning project of Dominique
Perrault (top) and the proposition of
Norman Foster (bottom) will probably
be newer implemented due to lack of
financing.

Source: bustler.net
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Fig. 1.3 Municipal projects
The strategy of Sofia Municipality for urban
development and attracting of global finances,
consists in promoting a polycentric urban structure.
The two schemes show a comparison between the
strategic plan for the city of Sofia (on the left) and
the present situation of the ‘centralities’ nodes

(on the right). in order to realize the strategy huge
investments are needed, which is not a realistic
scenario for the actual economical situation of city.
Source: by author based on Development Strategy
for the Municipality of Great Sofia until 2015

Primary urban centrality

Secondary multy functional centrality

Tertiary multy functional centrality
Area with concntration of public
services and centrality elements

O

Main centrality axis
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Secondary centrality axis
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%WTTGPVUKVVWCVKQP

Economical situation in Bulgaria: the lowest GDP in
Europe.
Source: www.world bank.org
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For the inhabitants, the changes are perceived mainly in their lifestyle, in the way that
they “use” the city: through public space network. We need to invest in the “quality
of city’s tangible assets” (Friedmann, 2007)- quality of peoples environment in order
to achieve a prosperity for the city and ensure a continuity of its identity. We can do
this by highlighting its strong spatial characteristics and cultural assets through public
space.
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1.5 Aim of the project
This project aims to ensure prosperity to
the city aid its inhabitants and therefore
shares the same goals as the municipal
strategy. However,instead of focusing on the
developments of costly infrastructure and new
centralities, the project propose a diﬀerent
approach. Its focus is on developing a strong
identity, which will attract global investments,
while improving the local socio-spatial
conditions and benefiting inhabitants. Instead
of just proposing new attractive developments,
the project intervenes within the existing
environment. It pays particular attention to the
transformation processes, that occur in the city
and which nowadays have a negative impact
on the quality of life. The final result is better
opportunities for inhabitants, but also better
living conditions and a more sustainable model
for the urban development.

integration of the city. In the case of Sofia,
the public space is an urban element, aﬀected
by the specific processes consequence of the
political transition, described more thoroughly
in the next sections of the thesis. Those issues
formulate the sub-aims of the project specified
in fig. 1.4 : improvement of the environment
and addressing of the urgent urban issues,
results of the regime change.
Public space is seen as the main structural
elements of the proposed strategy. However,
the location gives another constraint of the
project: to elaborate a feasible project for the
context of Sofia, a city with limited resources.
This issue is formulated in the third sub-aim:
make use of the exiting local and regional
potentials as available resource. This will have
direct impact to the strong urban identity,
but will also allow to elaborate model and
scenarios for a feasible project from economical
perspective.

Therefore the established strategy deals with
public space as the urban element which is
present in everyday life of the inhabitants
and could have an impact on the sociospatial structure of the city. Using public
space to strengthen urban identity is not an
innovative practice but has been applied in
many locations such as Barcelona, Ljubljana
etc. It is an eﬀective tool to deliver benefits
to the population and to contribute to the

Particular attention is paid to the aim of
proposing a sustainable management model
where the private, public and the civic sectors
are in balance and equally contributing to the
urban development.. As discussed in section
1.2 , the balance between those actors was/
is a challenge after the change of the regime,
and consisted the root of the future problems
of uneven urban development and emerging
socio spatial fragmentation. Working with
23
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The project aims to strengthen the identity of the
city through improving the urban environment. On
the other hand, a strong urban identity will create
more opportunities in terms of investments for the
inhabitants of the city. Inhabitants become the main
beneficent of the project.
Source: by author
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1.6 Relevance
This project is trying to achieve a strong urban
identity, via public space and the use of local
resources and potentials. Therefore, it is
relevant to the present economical situation,
where costly and big projects are reduced and
new creative and integrated approaches are
being stimulated. The interventions proposed
in this project require minimum financing and
have a wider spatial and social impact.
The project is also relevant to the globalization
trend of international competition for attracting
investments. By enhancing the identity of the
city, it will become more competitive and able
to oﬀer better opportunities to the inhabitants.
However, that becomes a secondary eﬀect of
the strategy. The main benefit is the improved
local condition.
The research of public space through the
scope of a city in transition showed results
that could be implemented in other locations
and western cities. In fact, the transformations
of public space in Sofia are similar to the ones
described in western cities (commercialization,
privatization etc.) The diﬀerence is that in postsocialist cities, those processes are happening
in a very narrow time-frame, and therefore
are very intense. This oﬀers opportunities to
investigate and analyze the transformations

more in depth, but also to oﬀer solutions
which are more flexible and adaptive to the
environment which is in transformation itself.
1.6.1 Ethics
The strategy is elaborated from the perspective
of the public actor. It is aiming to counteract
the excessive private development happening
in the city. It is using public space as a tool
to benefit areas which are not attractive for
private investors and therefore are subject
of decay and downgrading. The project tries
to establish a win-win situation between the
private, the public sector and the inhabitants,
and in that way stimulate the development of
the city.
Another aspect of the strategy is the
implementation of the local heritage as an
important. Apart from the practical aspect
of this approach, this becomes a way to
establish / strengthen community relations
and actions. By small improvements of the
existing potentials, the citizens can become
more conscious and proud of their city and the
environment they inhabit.

25

Context

1989- 2006

Regime change
Global forces

Market economy/
New private actors
Lack of municipal vision and
regulations /

Identity crisis -

Problem statement

uncompetitive city
Social

Spatial

- Socio-spatial fragmentation
- Lack of sense of community
belonging

Unrealistic municipal
vision ; Costly large
scale projects; Lack of
‘local’ attention

Management

- Uneven development
- Spatial fragmentation
- Decay of urban quality

- Excessive private developments
- Fragmented decision making
- Lack of public control
- Weak public-private cooperation

Invest the city tangible assets and
quality of people’s environment
(Friedman, 2007)

Strengthen identity
= competitive city

Project aims
Feasibility
- Make use of local cultural and
historical potentials as an available
tool

Social
- Create opportunities for socially
deprived areas
- Contribute to social coherence by
national cultural assets

Spatial

Management

- Integrate post-socialist trends
- Improve spatial quality of the
environment

- Propose a model for cooperation
between private-public- civic
sectors

Tools
Feasibility

Public space network

Providing distinctiveness to the
outside
Attracting global investors and
visitors
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Cultural and historical
heritage

Attract investors

Social

Spatial

Urban cohesion

Spatial integration
Spatial regeneration

Enhance community
feeling

Support spatial
restructuring

Management
Public-private-civic
benefits

Fig. 1.4 Aims and tools of the project in relation to
the problem statements
Source: by author

1.7 Methodology
1.7.1 Approach
The project is inspired by the presence of
the following three main elements in the
urban structure of Sofia, reflected in the main
research question:
-The public space, as a central element for
‘experiencing the city’ by its inhabitants and
a tool to deliver them benefits. public space is
aﬀected by the regime change and therefore
becomes a scene for the post-socialist
processes.
- The cultural and historical heritage (CHH)
as a way of aﬃrming the identity of the city
and to create a realistic project. integrating
the CHH to the public space will add a social
dimension to the project, engaging citizens
and strengthening the sense of community. At
present the heritage remains an unexplored
urban feature, not integrated in the process of
urban development
-The specific socioeconomic processes of the
city (result of the regime change), which present

a challenge in front of the developments
of the city. Those processes are perceived
spatially, however the reason behind them is
the unbalanced post-socialist management,
initiated mainly by the private sector.
Presently, those three groups of elements are
not seen as complimentary or interrelated.
The project researches on each of those
elements separately (fig. 1.5) and concludes
with a spatial model, where those elements are
integrated and their coexistence created quality
environment and balanced development.

The project is aiming at becoming coherent
and respectful of the local characteristics of the
city of Sofia, but also developing a systematic
approach that could be translated to other
locations, sharing similar problems.
Therefore the research is divided in sub
categories, aﬀecting each of the above
described topics.

Speciﬁc urban processes

Public space and spatial
environment

Local potentials:
cult ral assets

Fig. 1.5 Components of the project

27

1.7.2 Research questions and methods
In order to respond systematically to the
complex problem, three research sub categories
of questions are distinguished. Those are the
‘public layer’, the ‘city structure layer’ and the
‘cultural potentialities layer’. The main research
question combines those three subcategories
and responds to the aim of the project.

How public space and cultural assets can be
engaged into a strategy to strengthen the
identity of the city of Sofia, while improving the
urban environment and integrating the effects of

the environments, examples from th epublic
space are uses. In fact, as already mentioned,
public space was one of the elements, the
most aﬀected by the regime change, therefore
the post-socialist processes are clearly visible
there. In order to be achieve a higher level
of understanding in the analyze of the city, a
layered approach is used, where the processes
are categorized into four main layers, analyzed
separately. However, in reality, those processes
are interrelated and are perceived together
in the urban realm. The detailed analysis in
presented in section 4. Sofia analysis. This
analysis is conducted on scale of the city and
concludes by a grid, recommending guidelines
for the integration of the post-socialist , further
implemented in the design part.

the regime change?
The three layers have been analyzed using
diﬀerent approaches and methods, presented
in fig. 1.6.
The specific processes (commercialization,
privatization), extensive car use and
fragmentation) aﬀecting the urban structure,
characteristic for Sofia and other post-socialist
are defined based on a literature review. Those
processes of are identified on the scale of the
city and presented through spatial analysis,
mapping and observations. In order to visualize
the processes, and show their reflection on
28

The topic of public space is studied trough a
literature review which helped to position the
public space issue within a larger framework:
its evolution and critics on the global scale. The
theoretical framework, contributed to establish
a set of criteria, regarding the public space
and its impact on city. Through the theoretical
review a set of criteria for the successful
implementation of the public space has been
defined, presented in section 2.2.
The specific conditions of the public spaces in
Sofia have been analyzed through observations
in combination with the post-socialist processes
analyze.

The implementation of the public space strategy
is supported by a case study of similar practises,
where public space has become a main tool for
urban regeneration and have contributed to
achieving a strong urban identity.
The local cultural assets layer has been
researched by the review of theoretical and
practical examples. This helped to define the
role cultural assets have in the public space,
and the role in could have in the regeneration/
development of a city.
For the location and definition of the specific
cultural assets of Sofia have been used
municipal documents, professional literature
and interviews with Bulgarian architects.
After the analysis of the main problems
in the city of Sofia was concluded and the
theoretical framework was established, a ‘test
location’ was chosen, in order to progress
and formulate concrete actions and measures.
That location was strategic, in the sense that
its development would have an impact on the
scale of the city, but also because of the urgent
socio-spatial problems, that the area oﬀers.
The downscaling of the analyzed area opened
another level of analysis - of the spatial quality,
which was tackled through observations and
site visiting.

1.6.3 Final products
The final product consist of a strategy,
composed of a network of public spaces. The
strategy oﬀers spatial solutions, integrating the
post-socialist trends and contributing to the
improvement of the environment. It takes into
consideration the cultural and historical assets
as available tool and makes use of them as an
attract or both for investors and inhabitants. The
strategy also oﬀers a management layer, which
explains how the public space can become a tool
for more integrated development between the
private, public and civic sectors and therefore
contribute to a more even developments of the
city.
Parts of the strategy are developed in details,
resulting into a design. The design part reveals
another level of detail, showing the spatial
qualities of the projects and the necessary
elements in order the strategy to function.
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Main research question and sub-questions :

How public space and cultural assets can be engaged into a strategy to strengthen the identity
of the city of Sofia, while improving the urban environment and integrating the processes of
the regime change?
Public space
Transformation processes in Sofia
How were the post-socialist processes
manifested in the public space of Sofia?

What are the reasons behind the urban
transformations in Sofia?

What is the current state and function
of the public spaces in Sofia?

How are the transformations manifested in the
urban environment?

What impact can public space have on
the social cohesion of a city?

What are the spatial problems of the local
environment, non- specific for the transition
context?

What are the major concern about
public space on the global scene?

What are the main forces, driving the post
socialist development of the city?

Cultural and historical heritage
What is the spatial and social impact
of the implementation of culture and
historical heritage in public space?
Which are the important local
potentials and cultural assets n the city
of Sofia?
30

What are the main objectives in the municipal
strategy regarding future of the city? (ex.
Priority areas, priority policies...)

Main research question

Sub-research themes

Main methods

Level of Implementation

Public space network:
argumentation and guidelines
for implementation

Theoretical review; Spatail analyze; Case study

Research on public spaces in

Choice of strategic location

How public space and

cultural assets can be
engaged into a strategy to
strengthen the identity of
the city of Sofia, while
improving the urban environment and
integrating the effects of
the regime change?

Strategy
State of cultural assets in Sofia
Theoretical review; Mapping

Cultural assets and public space:
argumentation and guidelines
for implementation

Design

Analysis of the spatial conditions
and problems
Spatial anayze

- Commercialization
-Privatization/ Land restitution
Theoretical review; Iterviews; Spatial analyze; Observations
-Mobility
-New urban patterns

Fig. 1.6 Methodology scheme explaining the sequence

of implementation of the project methods and their
applicability to the aim project
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2.
Theoretical framework
This chapter summarize the research done on public space and the use of cultural and historical assets. It argues
about the relation between those elements and how appropriate their use is for the aims of the project.

33

2.1 Introduction to the public
2.1.1 The withdraw from the public sphere
In his book ‘The fall of the public man’ Sennett
(1977) describes the withdrawal of the public
life towards a more privately-orientated society
and the reasons behind it prom a sociological
perspective. This process appeared gradually
since the 18th century, under the influence
of multiple factors such as industrialization,
manufacturing. The changes aﬀecting the
public space could be regarded as the spatial
outcome of the wider tendency of withdraws
from the public life. Nowadays on the global
level there is a raising concern about the
transformation and the changing nature of
the public space (Carmona, 2010, Mitchell,
1995). The technological advancements and
the growing individualization in society are
being described as major factors, displacing
the traditional function of public life.
2.1.2 Public space definition
The process of transformation of the public
space makes its definition ambiguous and
context-related. As a result, it is hard to find
one universal definition of public space but
professionals choose to classify it depending of
its role (Carmona, 2010; Carmona et al. , 2007)
form (Gehl et al., 2001) and usage.
Since the one of the aims of the project is to
balance the socio-cultural development of the
34

city’ the definition of public space in this project
will aim towards a more inclusive character,
where public space can have an impact sociocultural urban composition.
Therefore, public space in this project is
understood as a place for interaction and
exchange of diﬀerences; an open space,
accessible to everyone, which is marked by
‘free interaction and the absence of correction
of institutions’ (Mitchell, 1995:115). In this
sense commerce and other functions could coexist and complete the public space, but will
not present the essence of it.
As a physical definition of public space is be
understood ‘All those parts of the built and
natural environment where the public have
free access. It encompasses: all the streets,
squares and other rights of way, whether
predominantly in residential, commercial or
community/civic uses; the open spaces and
parks; and the ‘public/ private’ spaces where
public access is unrestricted...’ (ODPM, 2004,
p. 10)
Shopping malls and semi-public spaces
Although those spaces does not provide the
required “freedom’ of expression and their
usage is rather controlled by their owners/
occupants, large shopping malls remain strong
attractions and places where human interaction
is taking place. The project aims integration of
diﬀerent types of public spaces, historical and

contemporary ones. Therefore existing semipublic spaces are not excluded but taken into
consideration as strong attracting points.

2.1.3 United Nations Human settlement
program voting for the public space
Public space is becoming a crucial element for
achieving sustainable cities. Recently this was
oﬃcially supported by a resolution voted by UN
Habitat (Nairobi, 2011), providing guidelines
for sustainable urban development.
The document is noting the importance and
the impact public space has on social inclusion,
on the quality of living environment and the
essential ‘right to the city’ that it can ensure.
The document ‘invites’ for the formulation and
implementation of policies regarding public
space by national and regional governments,
as well as other actors. This example illustrates
that regardless of its changing natural, public
space has a large potential while structuring
our cities and its potentials should be further
investigated and explored.
2.2 Public space network
In order to achieve the aim to balance the
urban development on a city scale, the scope
of public space is extended to a public space
network. Borja (2003) cited in (Pinto et al.,
2010) describes the public space network

as a solution for the structural problems of
the city that could also oﬀer ‘environmental
qualities, economic competitiveness and
sense of citizenship’ (:1). The public space
network is understood not only as a collection
of interconnected public spaces, but also
takes into account the functional dimension
such as social, economic and cultural. This
will create opportunities to connect diﬀerent
environments with functional and spatial
diversity and therefore achieve socio-spatial
coherence and achieve a more integrated city.
On the local scale, the public space network
consists in improving the environment
and creating ‘metastasis’ eﬀect, triggering
development and stimulating investments.
2.2.1 Guidelines for implementation
The research part of the project defined
four main conditions for the successful
implementation of a public space network:
-Mobility, accessibility, connectivity – allowing
the fluent circulation of all inhabitants and
create connections and access between
diﬀerent public spaces, belonging to separate
urban fragments.
-Land use / activities – establishing multi
functionality - The promoting of functional
complimentary between several public spaces,
engaged in a network will contribute to a
social-economic dynamics and act as a catalyst
for space regeneration.
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-Social dynamics - could be generated by
the combining of public space and diﬀerent
activities available. This could contribute
to the minimizing of social exclusion and
marginalization.
-Comfort / safety – promoting of safety
and comfort in movements and promoting
alternative
modes
of
transportation
(pedestrian, bike, public transport) will
contribute to the exchange and encounter
of people and stimulate the socio-economic
dynamics. ‘Therefore, in order to contribute
to urban cohesion, the planning of the public
spaces network should be based on four types
of indicators, which allow not only to study
and evaluate the network features, but also to
be the base line for the definition of guiding
principles to act at the level of the existing
structure.’ (Pinto et al.,2010 :3)
Bertolini and Dijst (2003) explain the diversity
of a network places through the concept of
‘mobility environments’ where accessibility
and proximity will create conditions for
interaction of people with diﬀerent interest
and backgrounds. Accessibility is defined not
only as mode (how to get there) but also as
variety of places (what to do) oﬀering multiple
activities. Following this principle, the network
will ensure the potential interaction between
fragments and will gather the people, while
the quality of the public space (its design
aspects) will contribute towards the quality of
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communication and interaction (Bertolini and
Dijst, 2003).
The public space should be spatially
implemented in diﬀerent scales of networks
to be eﬀective and contribute to the social
cohesion of the city, but also act as a public
space on the local scale (Read). The presented
scheme represents the relation between the
‘trajectories through the physical layout’ and
‘the social space one finds on the street.’
Quality and use of the public space
Other important conditions, necessary for the
functioning of a public space are the users and
the spatial quality. The relation between those
two conditions is described by Jan Gehl (1987).
He classifies the types of activities taking place
in the public space and its spatial quality. He
distinguishes 3 main types of activities (fig.2.1):
necessary, optional and social or resultant
activities. The later are contributing to an
urban cohesion and should be promoted by
urban professionals. They are only possible
when the necessary and the optional uses are
simultaneously happening in one public space.
The main conditions for that is the quality of
the public space, or in other words street
quality is related to street activity.
Maintenance and management
Next to the uses happening in public spaces,
the management is crucial for the prosperity

of the network as a whole. The importance of
management is shown is a survey conducted by
CABE/ BBC Radio 4 among English citizens. The
results show that although design is important,
most qualities of the public space are evaluated
through its management (fig.2.2).
On order to achieve integrated management,
coordination is required among all
stakeholders. Carmona identifies 4 main actors
in the public space management(Carmona and
De Magalhaes, 2006) :
Local residents : Reporting problems,
delivering pro-active local participation, public
involvement and management
Private sector businesses: Ensuring sponsorship,
non-profit city centre management companies,
controlling the public sector
Public
authorities:
ensuring
internal
coordination among diﬀerent administrative
directions and professionals

Relation between type of use and spatial quality
Source: Gehl, 1987

Public space as a speculative tool
Apart from providing important social and
spatial qualities, public space could have an
impact on the image/ of an area. This could
be illustrated with the example of higher land
values of properties located in proximity to
public spaces (Cabe space, 2004). In a similar
way, public areas could have an impact on
the identity of entire cities. That strategy has
been implemented in multiple cities such as
Ljubljana, Bogota, Barcelona.
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2.3 The use of cultural heritage

resources.

“Heritage is a key element which defines culture
and the European character in comparison with
other regions of the world. … together with
an appropriate spatial strategy, are essential
for the well-being of tomorrow’s city, and the
expression of it s special character and identity.”
(NEW CHARTER OF ATHENS, 1998)

2.3.1 Culture and public space
In a very simple definition public space is place
for interaction and communication. It is a place
where diﬀerent people meet. On the other
hand, culture is what diﬀerentiates people
(Hofstede,1980). Therefore public space and
culture could produce an interesting and
active mix of spatial and social parameters that
allows the encounter of people from diﬀerent
backgrounds and oﬀer opportunities for
exchange.
In the tradition of building urban public
spaces, they are often associated with cultural/
religious monuments. Those emblematic
spaces are often interconnected through a
network of public spaces. The example of the
city of Florence during the renaissance is may
be the oldest one, where the churches are
being connected within a public space network,
illustrating new way of thinking of the city.
What it brings to the public space is another
symbolic dimension for its users, diﬀerent
from the spatial qualities.
Therefore, culture within public space could
unite the diﬀerent fragments and social groups
on the scale of the city. Since collective memory
is associated with space, the public space in
relation to cultural heritage is a powerful way
to unite people and to revive the collective
spirit and the local identity.

In today’s globalizing world a lot has been said
about the evolution of culture and the cultural
identity. Some claim that culture variety is
declining while others argue that globalization
is increasing the cultural diversity. However
the critics agree on one point: cultural identity
is changing its meaning and scope, while it is
vanishing on the national scale we observe a
revival of cultural identity on the local level,
where regions and cities are becoming easily
identified. (Gidens, 2003)
In order to respond to the project aims: to
improve the identity of the city, the project
makes use of the local cultural potential.
However this asset, combined with the public
space network could have a wider impact and
contribute the sub -aims of the project: achieve
new and realistic models of public-private
partnership and improve the social and spatial
conditions. Making use of existing potentials
could be an answer to the feasibility challenge
that the project oﬀers: Sofia, a city with limited
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On the local scale small public spaces could be
a way of integrating the diﬀerent typological
and socio-cultural environments.
As previously mentioned culture is seen as
a powerful tool to counteract undesirable
globalization externalities by highlighting the
local features of an area and making it prominent
among the informing global environments.
As a result public policies emerge, aiming to
protect and strengthen the cultural assets, and
use them as a crucial element for sustainable
urban development. The Agenda 21, which is a
leading document on sustainable development,

emphasizes the importance of culture for urban
policies, recommend the creation of long-term
urban visions, where culture is integrated.
According to the agenda, culture should take a
central place in local policies. It also identifies
several clusters of local policies that support
cultural development, among which ‘public
space as areas of conviviality and interaction’
(UCLG, 2004)
Impact of the use of cultural assets on the urban
identity, towards the outside and the inside
Source: The Urbact tribune, 2009
Based on Urbact projects HerO; REPAIR and NetTopic

attracting and
binding
- citizens
- skilled workers
- tourists
- businesses
Cultural heritage
providing
- distinctiveness to
the outside
- commonness to
the inside
- feeling of home
on individual level

contributes to

Urban identity

supports

Urban development

supporting
- image
- civic pride
- advocating for
a place
- stopping down
cycling processes
- identifying improvement actions

39

2.3.2 Implementation of the cultural assets
In this project, the cultural assets are considered
as an important parameter adding to the social
and the spatial dimension and is actively
engaged into the design process. In order
to answer the question of how the cultural
potential will be successfully implemented, a
theoretical research is conducted. The results
show the relation between culture and public
space and its ability to deliver benefits to the
inhabitants.
The research concludes with three examples of
making use of cultural potentials:

‘property’ could be well illustrated with the
example of 19th century Paris, where Napoleon
turns Paris into a ‘universal museum’ (Boyer,
1996:p14). The policy consisted of constructing
public monumental buildings connected
through a memory walk, aiming at glorifying his
achievements and representing the collective
spirit and social harmony.
• Structuring the city

• Culture and Identity

The site of the future museum Pompidou. A deprived
area within the historical center of Paris
Source:http://www.centrepompidou.fr

Paris 19th century: The city museum
Source:http://www.lenotre.culture.gouv.fr/en/ja/
tu/foc03.htm
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Culture could be used as an eﬀective tool
to promote and strengthen identity. That

Public space in combination to cultural
elements could become an eﬀective tool for
restructuring the city. In her book “the city of
collective memory’ Boyer (1996) talks about
the power of collective memory and which
consists in integrating past and present and
therefore holding the city together.
‘…for following the Greeks, he too believed
that without memory of its origins, and the

principles of continuity, a city would tend
toward destruction’ (:78)
Promoting a historical structure or enhancing
restructuring instrument. There are multiple
examples of this approach, where a deprived/
decaying neighborhood, is regenerated through
interventions introducing cultural functions.
The area around the famous museum G.
Pompidou used to be dangerous and poorly
rated until the construction of the building.

‘Historical heritage paid for itself by increasing
tourism and by attracting new investments
money into the purchase, restoration.’(Boyer,
1996:391)
Using historical and cultural structures can not
only be beneficial in terms of attracting tourists
but also investor’s attention.

• Culture as an Investment tool

Historical area of the city of Pittsburgh, that
became the cultural district and generated private
investments
Source: Pittsburgh History and Landmarks
Foundation

Culture could be used as an eﬀective tool to
attract private investments. This approached
was practiced in locations in the USA in the ’70
’80.
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3.
Sofia analysis
This chapter focuses on the analysis city of Sofia: its history and the important cultural and historical assets, but
also the main processes aﬀecting the urban environment in the city of Sofia today.
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3.1 Cultural potentials in Sofia
As previously mentioned, the creation of a
feasible, functioning and meaningful public
space network in the context of Sofia, requires
the implementation of the specific local
potentials that the area oﬀers. In this section,
the particular cultural and historical potentials
for the city of Sofia are defined and described,
based on the historical analyses of the city.
3.1.1 History of the city
‘Serdica is my Rome’ is a phase by Emperor
Constantine the Great (311-330) (Genchev,
2009). He resided in Sofia (the ancient name of
the city is Serdica) on his way to Constantinople
with the mission to establish Christianity in
the Empire. The quotation illustrates well the
ancient origins of the city and the presence of
spatial qualities it possessed by that age.
Today the city of Sofia has kept very little from
its ancient glory and the historical heritage it
has to oﬀer remains an unexplored potential.
The history of the city is presented briefly in
fig. 3.1. The area was inhabited since the 1st
century B.C. by the Tracks. The settlement
was located on a crossroad,
connecting
central Europe to Istanbul and Asia. It was
situated within the mountainous Balkan
region, and presented the only accessible
itinerary. This favorable location didn’t oﬀer
44

only opportunities, but made Sofia (and the
country) a subject of many conquests and
political changes that left their trace on the
spatial structure of the city.
The analysis comparison of the urban
structure during the diﬀerent regimes shows
that public spaces and streets (in the center
of the city) were elements that persisted and
are recognizable even today. The street grid is
more persistent than the buildings, which are
a subject of degradation and destruction.
This type of heritage (street front and
heritage buildings) has been chosen for the
implementation of the strategy and the design
further n the project.
Other spaces that persisted throughout the
centuries and are tightly related to the public
space are the churches and the spring water
sources. The latter are often presented as
open spaces with free running hot water, or
‘roman’ baths. Those are not implemented
in the proposed design and strategy; however
remain important part of the identity and the
heritage of the city.
3.1.2 Conclusion
Public space is an element, rooted in the
culture of the city and therefore deserves the
attention of urban professionals.
Apart from public spaces, the cultural heritage
consists in monumental buildings, ruins but
also in old urban structures such as streets

and rivers. In fact, the latter are the ones that
defined the city since its creation and persisted
despite of the contextual changes.
The historical heritage is present on the
territory of the entire city, however its highest
concentration, quality and development
potential is located in the city center, where
the ancient city was founded. Therefore a
more detailed study is conducted focusing on
the historical structures in the city center.

The symbol of Sofia, displaying the four main
elements of the city. Top left: The profile of Ulpia
Serdica; Top right: St. Sofia (church); bottom left:
The mountain of Vitosha, present in the skyline of
the city; Bottom right : mineral water bath .
The logo states : Grows but does not get old’
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Sofia until IX century: Rroman city
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Sofia until XVI-XIX century: Ottoman city

Sofia in 1897 proclaimed capital of Bulgaria;
restructuring of the medieval urban pattern

Sofia in1910 ‘modern’ European capital
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Sofia in 1939: growth and prosperity
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Sofia in 1951: Socialist city

Sofia in 1985: Construction of socialist modernist districts
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3.2 The post-socialist public space

50

The question of the evolution of the nature
and function of the public space is of particular
interest to study in CEE (Central and Eastern
European) countries, where the transformation
of public spaces is being accompanied by
a regime change. The communist idea and
interpretation of the role of public space in the
city was suddenly replaced with a democratic
one, where the private and the public actors
had to act in a balanced way. In former socialist
countries, the public life was artificially ensured
by the political regime and was characterized
by the absence of private sector and the total
dominance of the public sector. With the
subsequent political changes and the switch to
a neo-liberal governance and private market
economy, the society and the city followed its
‘natural’ privatization described by Sennett
(1977). However this happened in a very intense
and uncontrolled manner when the cities had
to catch up for nearly 40 years ‘urban lethargy’
in a very short time span. As a result one of the
most vulnerable urban elements was directly
aﬀected: the public space, its composition,
function and distribution throughout the city.
The outcomes of this process resulted in the
fragmented and transformed public space.
On the local scale, the public space lost
its meaning of adding quality to the urban
environment and being a place for social
interaction and communication. Instead it was

privatized, commercialized (Stanilov, 2007)
invaded, serving diﬀerent functions, such as
hosting the increased number of vehicles in the
city, or fragmented.
On the city level, it failed to act as a network,
integrating the emerging urban structures into
one system and promoting social mixture.
This creates prepositions to aggravate the
fragmentation, that already in happening in the
city of Sofia.
The following section reviews the main postsocialist processes aﬀecting on the city today.
Firstly, the main post-socialist trends that acted
upon the urban transformation are classified
and explained by empirical and theoretical
insight of the process. Secondly, are summarized
and systematized the impact those trends had
on the public space.
In order to tackle the main processes aﬀecting
the post-socialist transformation of the
public space a layered approach is chosenwhere those processes are described and
analyzed separately. However, in reality they
are interdependent and interconnected. This
aspect will be noted further in the thesis, while
the spatial analysis of a chosen strategic area.

Commercialization
Privatization
Car traﬃc intensification / public
transport decay
Spatial fragmentation
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Improvised commercialization of the streets
in the Sofia city center. Basements are being
transformed into kiosks.
Source: Tim Watkin/ www. everywheremag.com
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Commercialisation in the city center of Sofia.
Transformation of the residential buildings to
retail.
Source: by author

3.2.1 Commercialization
After long period of restricted market economy
and lack of commerce, the new political/
economic model brought opportunities to fill
in this gap and satisfy the appetite for western
goods. In combination with the restitution
of land and the open spaces characterizing
the socialist urban model, commercialization
became major function of the public space.
The process of commercialization started
with informal economy, open markets and
improvised commercial kiosks, (Jonauskis,
2010). Today it evolved into a growing amount
of shopping malls which ‘spring’ throughout
the city, alternatively serving as public space.
The negative eﬀect of the commercialization
process on the public space is its transformation
from place for interaction and communication
to a place for individual consumption (Stanilov,
2007). This consumerism becomes routed in
the inhabitant’s culture, which find spaces
without commercial functions of no interest
and lead to disregard of spaces without
commercial function. Moreover those types
of commences are visited by certain social
clusters, which reduces the chances for social
interaction and mixture.
City center
The positive eﬀect of the commercialization
happening in the city center was a more
cosmopolitan and European image of the city,

introducing a bustling street life, restaurants,
cafes, similar to other European capitals.
However the city center transformation
resulted in new functions such as commerce
and retail. Due to this a large number of
residents moved out of the city resulting in 40
% of the properties with changed function from
residential to retail and commercial purposes
(Stolichna Obshtina, 2003; Nikoforov ,2003).
This threatened the vitality of the city center
after oﬃce hours. Those new functions were
conditions for increased car traﬃc causing
traﬃc congestions and parking problems.
Another negative eﬀect, related to the public
space is the commercial gentrification, where
luxurious commerce pushed out lower rank
stores and their owners, focused on the needs
of the local residents. (Hirt and Stanilov,
2007:p 225). In the second stage of the post
restructuring process, we observe a decay of
the commerce and decrease of renting prices
in the city center, due to the emergence of the
decentralized big box/ shopping mall retailing.
The example of Vitosha Boulevard, the largest
shopping street in Sofia and one of the few car
free streets, where price of rents are dropping
and retails stays unoccupied (www. Forton.bg
) illustrated the threats for the disappearing
pedestrian vitality in the city center.
Once again, the vitality of the city center,
and its image of a modern European city is
threatened.
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Existing shopping mall
Shopping mall under construction *opening
2012
Other popular shopping destinations (big
supermarket chains)
Accessibility by public
transport
R= 400 walking distance

0
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“Commercialization process is giving the new
meaning for public space to be economically
feasible. (JONAUSKIS, T. 2010)
Although the global euphoria for shopping
mall construction seems slightly fading in
some parts of the world (CNN Money,2008), in
Sofia, is seams to reach its peak. The majority
of the newly constructed shopping centers are
located in-between infrastructure nodes and
areas with relatively low land value, which
makes the original residents vulnerable to
spatial and socioeconomic changes. Often the
concept of big box is applied in confrontation
with the existing urban fabric, which poses
spatial problems.
However shopping centers are very much
appreciated and used by inhabitants, as
spaces for meetings and entertainment. In
fact the lack of adequate public spaces forces
people to transfer the public space activity
in the private mall. Therefore a majority
of the visitors are not real clients, but only
taking advantage of the designed and secure
environment which is lacking in the city.

On the other hand, the other form of
commercialization taking place in the city
of Sofia is worth analyzing: the small scale,
self - risen commercialization. It is composed
of temporary retails sheds, often illegal.
Location of major shopping malls on the map of Sofia. A research on Beyond its chaotic appearance this type of
their accessibility by public transport shows good access opportunities. commercialization creates a self regulated
Source: by author
pubic space (more comparable to the open

markets), stimulate local business and provide
place for encounter for the local residents.
This self-organized commerce often is located
in proximity to large public transport hubs,
daily visited by numerous inhabitants of the
capital.
The project aim at integrating the diﬀerent
types of commercialization that nowadays
seems to confront each other. The goal is
to propose a balanced model that oﬀers
adequate spatial and functional conditions,
but also the one that is functioning well with
and for the local conditions.

Shopping mall in Sofia and its connection to the
surrounding buildings.
Source: by author

The self- organized commerce produced an active
spaces, npwadays legal and attractor on the city
scale
Source: by author
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3.2.2 Privatization
Privatization of the public space is a global
tendency, that is able to provide a way of
financing public spaces, however not always
guaranties the social features of non-privatized
public spaces such as unrestricted access and
freedom of expression. In the context of Sofia,
however the privatization processes acquires
an extended definition. Privatization of the
public space is inevitable processes while the
transition from a totalitarian to democratic
political model. While in the first one the state
owns and rules the majority of land and services,
the second one promotes a dynamic system of
various stakeholders. The main challenge with
the democratization is the ability to establish
an eﬀecting and functioning model between
the private and the public sector.
However, in the city of Sofia, this balance was
not always successfully achieved. The inability
of the state to cope with the inherited amount
of municipal land made that the empty or
open spaces were sold to private developers
or returned to their pre-socialist owners
(land ownership restitution). The open spaces
became potential building sites, rather than
preserved and designed for public uses.(Hirt
and Stanilov, 2007:p 225). Even urban parks
systems were aﬀected by the privation which
reduced its surface by 900 ha, or half of its late
’80 size (Granitska, 2005)
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Other vulnerable places are the modernist
housing estates, where the opens spaces were
restituted and became potential building sites.
This aﬀected the quality of the environment
by increased density and decreasing the
open space. In some cases this reduced the
functional diversity in those areas, which were
already suﬀering from mono functionality.
Eﬀect on the public space conclusions and
recommendations for improvement:
Privatization in post-socialist Sofia resulted
in fewer public spaces, oﬀering poor spatial

On the left: Model of coexistence of the private
and the public sectors in Sofia : Hotel “ Arena
di Serdica”, which has restored part of an ancient
roman arena and is currently incorporating the
ancient heritage as part of its decor. The hotel is
open to visitors free of charge and oﬀers a solution
to the dilemma: privatization vs decay.
Source: by author

On the right: The South Park is a good example of
privatization of public land. The idea structuring
the stretch of several urban parks was to connect
the city center to the Vitosha mountain, located
on the south. Today big patches of this green
structure are being developed (in red) threatening
its entirety.
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City center of Sofia and the usages of public spaces: a comparison
between 1930 (up) and 2012 (bottom)
Source: lostbulgaria.com
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3.2.3 Increased private car mobility
One of the features of the post-socialist city is
the increased use of private car and the decay
of the public transport system. It is important
to understand the lack of private car supply
during the communist regime. Communist
logic of urban development was promoting
public transport system (fig.3.2). The large
socialist housing estates were constructed
following this logic, tightly related to the public
transport and to industrial sites.
The emergence of the free market allowed
to everyone to possess a private vehicle,
which resulted in a new way of “using” the
city. However, unlikely other western cities
which developed politics to restrict the
extended use of private cars in city centers,
post-socialist Sofia wasn’t prepared to host
the brusquely increasing numbers of private
cars. The main roads are traversing the inner
city ring, and the city center remained easily
accessible by motor transport. However the
amount of cars has drastically increased:
from 250 000 registered cars in 1989, to 800
000 cars in 2005 (International transit study
program,2003) which results in private car
invading the public space. In addition to that,
the public transport system became privatized
(like many other public services). The inability
of the private companies to cope with the
managements of the public transport and the

cut of any public investments lead to decay of
the public transportation service. Areas of
intense post-socialist development remained
poorly connected to the public transport
system (fig 3.1) which once again positioned
the private car on the top.
The car-based lifestyle is in the root for the
emergence of new urban patterns and it had
a great impact on the transformation of the
public space. The increased private transport
lead to a car based lifestyle, not eﬀective for a
dense city as Sofia. This caused congestions,
pollution, chaos and made streets unattractive
for pedestrians. Apart from the diﬃcult
mobility, parking becomes a major issue.
Nowadays, parking is eating up the open spaces
in the city. Public spaces are being transformed
for the use of cars and not for citizens.

approaches and tools. The investments for the
construction of new infrastructure could be
invested in public transport and development
of public space and the use of private car in
the concerned areas should be restricted.
This could be done by park and ride models
and positioning parking facilities on strategic
location related to the city ring roads.

Eﬀect on the public space conclusions and
recommendations for improvement:
In order to cope with the urgent traﬃc situation
in the capital, the urban plan is promoting
enlargement of the street network and
sacrifice green and emblematic public space
for that purpose. However, these measures will
only emphasize the problem of congestion or
transfer it to a diﬀerent location. Sofia managed
to preserve, its pre-socialist well- defined
infrastructure which release a huge potential
for the restructuring of the city, using the right
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Fig 3.1/ Change in number of dwelling by sub-municipality and public transport system. Compared data shows results for
the period between 1992 and 2002, characterized by intense post-socialist development.
Source: by author, based on Stolicna obshina 2002 (Sofia minicipality 2002)
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Fig 3.2 / Socialist districts (in red) and connected to main road infrastructure. The car use was restricted by centralized
commercial mechanism
Source: by author based Sofia masterplan 1972
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3.2.4 Urban fragmentation and new urban
patterns
This process is to large extent related to the
mobility issues. First of all, the increased
mobility led to a car orientated development.
“Moreover the use of car developed
possibilities for suburbia to flourish together
with decentralization of functions all around
the city which moved to locations that are
better accessible by car. In addition public
transport use was reduced, which resulted in
fewer pedestrians in the streets which mean
fewer possibilities to have vital spaces. In other
words suburban life style and metropolitan way
of distributing functions led to individualization
and segregation of people. Private car shifted
dynamics of cities towards more transport
oriented development which mostly settled
along the highways or main roads which
unfortunately are mono-functional and
pedestrian unfriendly.” (JONAUSKIS,2010).
Next to having a negative eﬀect on the
pedestrian vitality, the new urban patterns
reflected the emerging social fragmentation.
After the change of the regime the sharp urban
edges, defined by the socialist housing estates,
started to extend and fade (fig 3.3) into the
urban sprawl. It was a period of urban sprawl
and development of the suburbia. A more
recent step is the apparition of gated housing
communities and oﬃce districts. However,
next to the those luxurious districts, there
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is an immergence of informal settlements,
mainly formed on ethnical principle (Roma
population) (fig 3.5). This is an indication for
the socio- spatial fragmentation process, that
taking place in the city.
The reason behind this polarized development
is partly explainable by the predominately
private participation in the development of
the city and the lack of public investments
and projects. The private developers (mainly
small private investor firms) are opting for
profitable and attractive areas, such as in the
south of the city (fig. 3.6) and in relation to
main infrastructures. Non-attractive areas are
left out of the developer’s attention which
in combination to the absence of a planning
framework caused the apparition of areas of
stagnation and decay, sometimes even located
in strategic areas such as the city center. On the
other hand, the new developments are often
lacking an urban character, an ordinance and
sustainable relation to the existing structures.
This kind of development and the eﬀects
on the public space can be described better
as a “ maximal investment in the individual
dreams and almost null investment
in
everything related to the community” (fig. 3.4)
(Ghenciulescu, 2011:p.31) which is to a large
degree a reaction to the yesterday communist
ideology of “shearing“.
This non- coherent and non balanced
construction leads not only to emerging socio-

spatial problems, but also to degrading the
overall urban quality and damaging the image
of the city. In the sub-urban territories, the
construction of low housing blocks and gated
residential communities blocked the visual
access of many of the residents to the natural
qualities of the area. If we walk in the street
of the suburban territory, we will hardly find
any new public facilities such as kindergartens,
schools, shops filling the needs of the growing
suburbia population. The street profile ends
in the thick fences surrounding the private
property, rather than oﬀering a public life.
Instead, private cars become the connection
between the inhabitants and the outer world.
Following the same logic, only few of the
private development companies, have created
public space (or improved an existing one),
when building new housing in the area.

as flexibility of transformation of the area, the
mixture of functions (residential and oﬃce in
proximity), the relatively high density (for a
suburbia) those characteristics, engaged with
the right policies, can turn out profitable to the
improvement of the developed areas.
However, the city should aim for a more even
development, trying to attract developments
attention to non attractive areas. Public space
here could be an eﬀective tool, by ensuring
better connectivity to those areas or acting as a
catalyst for their development. Both the public
and the private sector could be stakeholders
beneficing the inhabitants (by oﬀering better
living conditions) and improving the image of
the city (avoiding socio-spatial polarization).

Conclusions and recommendations
After the change of the political ideology
and the transition to a market oriented
governance, there was a natural boom (and
need) of new and more adequate housing and
buildings typologies. However the successful
implementation of the new construction
models required centralized control over
the construction of the city and needed to
balance its development. The resulted market
regulated urbanity contains potentials that are
worth exploiting, (Ghenciulescu, 2011) such
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Fig. 3.5 Typological fragments in Sofia
Source: by author

Historic city center/Compact
city

Sub urbanization

Socialist district

Gated communities

One family urban house

Informal settlements

Post 1900 developments
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Below 200 eur/m2
from 200 to 350 eur/m2
from 350 to 500 eur/m2
from 600 to 660 eur/m2
from 660 to 800 eur/m2
from 800 to 950 eur/m2
from 950 to 1100 eur/m2
from 1100 to 1250 eur/m2
from 1250 to 1400 eur/m2
Above 1400 eur/m2

66

Fig. 3. 6 / The land value analysis indicates that there
is a relation between the type of built environment
and the social status of its inhabitants and the
presence of public space: The socialist districts,
where the public space is not well defined, unsafe
and not maintained, oﬀer the lowest land values.
The city center, oﬀers vital public spaces and has
high land value.
There is a distinguishable diﬀerence in the land

value between the south and the north part of
the city. While the south is a preferred area for
new development, the north is left without much
development attention. The prices of the land are
also the lowest for the city.

Source: by author, based on compared data from
imoti. net ; mirela.bg; imot.bg

Fig. 3.3/ An areal images of the south suburban
area of Sofia. The comparison between 1987
(left) and 2002 (wright) shows how city and
country have merged.
Source: Hirt and Kovachev, 2006

Fig. 3.4 / Private development in consruction,
irrespectful of the surroundings and the urban
coherence.
Source: Google maps
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3.2.5 Conclusions and recommendations
The analysis of the main trends aﬀecting
the urban structure and the public spaces in
the city showed their interrelation and the
important impact on the city. Although analyzed
separately, it is important to note that those
processes are usually manifested together in
the urban environment. Therefore, the project
aims at oﬀering one, integral solution to the
issues. An important point is the potentials
that those processes carry in themselves, such
as flexibility, mixed functionality etc. Therefore
the project aims at integrating those processes
and not counteracting them. The final products
( a strategy and design) address the mentioned
issues and integrate them within mew models
of development in order to achieve the final
aim of the project - strengthen the identity of
the city of Sofia. For that purpose is elaborated
a grid (fig. 3.7)which establishes guidelines
for the required actions in order to integrate
the described processes. The guidelines could
be regarded as spatial, functional or policy
rules. The spatial and functional guidelines are
defining the spatial design. The policy oriented
rules, are guiding the design process through
a the model where the public and the private
cooperate.
To widen the relevance of the established
guidelines, they refer not only to the specific
problems of the public space in Sofia, but to
issues relevant to public space on global scale.
The guidelines are combination of examples of

public space policies and practices. However,
the specific recommendations for the city of
Sofia are inspired by the local conditions.
The analysis of the post-socialist trends is
‘valid ‘on the scale of the city, since the post
socialist processes aﬀect the whole city. In
order to research the problem more in details
the approach consist in analyzing the same
processes in a particular location of the city.,
the solution could be applied in other locations
of the city, displaying similar symptoms.

Fig. 3.7 / Grid showing the post-socislist processes
and their impact on the public space

International

City scale Sofia

Local scale Sofia

Strategy/solution

Commercialization

Use as attractor
Organize routing through public towards
shopping mall. Unite external and internal
public space.
Win-win situation better conditions for commerce and more vital spaces

Semi-private spaces (ex. shopping malls)
In decay of the traditional
street commerce and the street
vitality

Small scale commerce - Chaotically Integrate to create vital spaces. Use as ‘space
positioned and downgrading public activators’
space quality
Commerce is the major function of
public spaces. They transform into
‘Places for individual consumption’with limited communication and
exchange features

Public spaces for events;
Integration of historical and cultural elements in the public space

Lack of vitality after commerce
closing hours

Encourage mix use-developments

Fragmentation

Technologies leading to individualization of society

Stimulate personal communication through
organized events
Engage different levels of networks into a
public space network. Stimulate two directional flow and exchanges.

Socio-spatial fragmentation

Urban development on two speeds:
attractive areas in the south and
decaying areas in the north.

Public spaces serving to monumentalize
decaying areas and attract attention
Small development s without a bigger framework

Privatization

Privatization of the public
space. Limited access and
restricted usage

Top- down regulations.
Public space acting as a framework , regulating future developments

Improve managements model of the public
spaces
Land-ownership restitution caused
the construction and disappearance
of the open spaces
Limited access to some areas and
cultural assets.
Private developments are not contributing with public assets

Create models/ rules to protect the open
public space as such.
Ensure inter connectivity of the public spaces
Planning tools to regulate the creation of
public realm through private.

Mobility

Transport Oriented Developments, promoting extensive
use of private car, stimulating
congestions, favoring urban
sprawl.

Use low dense areas in the inner city as an
opportunity to densification and limit urban
sprawl.

‘Going to’ movements then ‘going
through’
Public spaces invaded by cars

Car congestion in the city center
causes pedestrian unfriendly environment

Create parking facilities; park &ride models;
create network of good spatial quality
Offer parking facilities, connected important
road infrastructures inner ring road.

Connect public spaces to public transport
Offer pedestrian accessible environments,
making use of the typology
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4.
Strategy
This chapter examines one particular location of strategic importance for the city, where public space become the
infrastructure for urban development and renovation.
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4.1 Case study
In order to implement a network of public
spaces and successfully achieve the goals of
the project, a case study was conducted. The
studied case is the city of Barcelona, where a
public space strategy was applied, achieving
the goal of strengthening the identity of the
city parallel to improving the spatial conditions.
4.1.1 Context
The first projects of the strategy were established
during a period of political transition- the return
to democracy after the Franco regime (1974).
The choice of working with public space was
argumented with the feasible implementation
in terms of time and costs. The civil movement
and associations wanted a change in the
planning policy and a new master plan, dealing
with urgent urban problems. The planning
authorities focused on achieving fast results
with the cheapest project. “Instead of working
from the general to the particular, from master
plan to local project, Bohigas inverted this usual
procedure…, he focused instead, as and where
opportunities presented themselves.” The plan
focused on “just local attention but also the
international acclaim that helped fuel the local
enthusiasm…” (Borja , 2004:58; 59)
Public spaces, delivered by the public sector,
were able to point out the areas that presented
opportunities and/or those that needed
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urgently the attention of investors. In that way,
the use of public space was able to produce a
‘metastasis’ eﬀect and trigger further urban
development.
4.1.2 Aims of the project
The main objective of the project was “To bring
value or monumentalize the periphery and
recover the center” Borja , 2004:113), which
sums up the two main spatial problems of the
city. This approach hides logic on several levels:
The social logic is to achieve equally developed
city and avoid the socio-spatial polarization;
the economic logic is to secure the functioning
of the city and to trigger further development;
the logic of sustainability is to limit the urban
sprawl.
4.1.3 Implementation
The aim required two diﬀerent approaches
of the implementation of the public space
regarding the location and the desired
eﬀect (fig. 4.1). Public space strategy in the
city center aimed at decreasing the density
and improving the spatial quality. This was
achieved by demolition of decaying buildings
and liberation of space for public activities. In
the outskirts, the strategy consisted in creating
public spaces, serving to monumentalize and
make unique the peripheral areas. This action
was aiming at bringing diﬀerent social clusters
to the periphery and avoiding the socio-spatial

Fig. 4.1 models of implementation
of the public space strategy in
Barcelona
Source: by author

Barcelona model

Improving spatial qualities of the inner
Decreasing density through public space

city.

Monumentalizing the Periphery.
Bringing value, social amenities, achieving
social equity.

Public space regeneration projects:
Left: Barcelona zona forum.
Source: Project for Public Spaces
Right: Monumentalizing the
outskirts: before and after the
project
Source Ortiz et al. 2004
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4.2 Public space strategy in Sofia
The context of Sofia resembles the case of
Barcelona in several aspects: the political
change aﬀected the vulnerable environments
including the public space. As a result the city
started developing without a strong vision and
top-down regulations were not eﬀective. The
problems of fragmentation, decaying areas and
intensive car mobility are present. Last but not
least, the economic situation of the city does
not allow costly urban interventions. In order
to follow the Barcelona model the public sector
has to establish a strong vision for development,
where the role of the public space will be to
point out the priority areas for development.
In order to create the ‘metastasis eﬀect’ those
areas should present opportunities for the
private investors and/or privileges should be
oﬀered to those investments. The public space
itself already will present an opportunity for
development (by raising the land value for ex.),
according to the conclusions of the theoretical
framework. In the same time it will directly
benefit the inhabitants, by oﬀering them a
better, quality environment.
Similar to the Barcelona model, the proposed
strategy for the city of Sofia deals with local,
inexpensive interventions, located in strategic
areas of the city. However, instead of developing
two diﬀerent approaches concerning the
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periphery and the city center, the project
focuses on one strategic area, comprising
the issues of both periphery and city center
(fig.4.2).

Fig. 4.2 Public space strategy implementation in
Sofia

The innovation of the approach consist in
triggering diﬀerent ‘eﬀects’ by the public
spaces. This is explained more in details in the
next sections accompanied by the detailed
analysis of the opportunities of the area and
the main challenges for the implementation of
the strategy.
4.2.1 Location of the strategic area
The chosen area (fig.4.3) is of strategic
importance on the scale of the city: it
morphologically belongs to the city center,
which is an element of crucial importance for
the still mono centric city of Sofia. However,
the area was left out of the development

attention and suﬀers decay and bad reputation.
The area is representing the western part of
the city center and is characterized by strong
spatial fragmentation and lack of functioning
public space network. It is diﬀerentiating from
the eastern part of the city center, which oﬀers
a functioning public space network (fig. 5.4).
The choice of the area is dictated also by the
strong presence of cultural and historical
heritage (fig. 5.5). Enhancing the selected area
and integrating it within the core of the city will

contribute largely to the goal of the project strengthen the identity of Sofia. The aim of the
strategy is not only to integrate the area within
the functioning part of the city center, but also
with the bordering fragments, characteristic for
the periphery. The location oﬀers possibilities
for the new public space network to become
a transition element between the city center
and the periphery and oﬀer integrity to the
city.
Fig. 4.3 Choice of strategic area
Source: by author
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Fig. 4.4 Existing public space network and redefinition of the project area
Source: by author

Fig. 5.5 Typological fragmentation and presence of CHH.
The distribution of CHH is concentrated in the city center
Source: by author, based on development strategy of
municipality of Sofia until 2015

Mineral water
Areas with importnat CHH
Religion sites
UNESCO heritage
Protected CHH sites
Areas containg cultural sites
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4.2.2 Specific problems (post-socialist
processes)
Being part of the city center, the area was a
subject of intense transformations and displays
the ‘post-socialist symptoms’ described in
section 3.2: commercialization; mobility
issues; fragmentation and privatization of
the public space (fig. 4.5- 4.8). This allows
develop an approach, taking into account
those processes, and oﬀering solutions that
could be applied in other locations in the city,
sharing similar characteristics.

Compact city
Post socialist
Socialist
Pre-war compact central
t

Fig. 4.6/ Spatial fragmentation of the area
selected for the strategy implementation
Source: by author
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Fig. 4.7/ Mobility: public transport hubs and small
scale commercialization
Source: by author based on Sofproekt, 2009

Public/ private buildings
Voids/ Open-air parking
Informal settlements

1000m

Industries

Important public transport hubs
0

500

1000m

Fig. 4.8/ Commercialization: traditional shopping
street versus the raising shopping mall culture.
The shopping center, which does not provide
adequate parking facilities, enhances the mobility
problem

Fig. 4.9/ Privatization: Sofia central market and
the future perspectives for the area - privatized
covered commercial area. The vitality and the
functions of the market are threatened.
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4.2.3 Existing conditions for the implementation
of a public space network
The area also oﬀers functional qualities,
necessaries for the successful functioning
of the public space network, defined in the
theoretical section. The strategy is aiming
at achieving functional complementarity
of the diﬀerent public spaces connected to
the network. The diagram (fig. 4.10) shows
the existing functions that are engaged in
a network. The chosen area proposes also
large free areas, abandoned factory buildings
some of which are used an improvised open
air parking that are developed further. The
proposed network comprises of open air –
market, local parks, local squares, main train
station, cultural institutions, city shopping
street (in decay), religious buildings, streets.
The mix of those important for the citizens
places and functions is an important ingredient
for the successful implementation of the
network.
Condition of accessibility is respected through
multiple public transport hubs, including
two metro stations and the central station.
In addition, the area is connected to the city
center and the inner ring road.
Another condition for the project is a variety
in the scale of attraction. Again, based on the
literature review, the mix of local and regional
functions is defied as a key to attract more
people and contribute to social coherence.
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It is also a way to mix necessary and optional
activities, which is the base for resultant or
social activities between inhabitants (Gehl,
2011).
The area is marked by two public spaces (and
their corresponding buildings), functioning on
the national level: the main train station and
the Palace of culture (fig. 4.11).
Secondly, the important public transport
hubs interconnecting the city, a mineral water
source, the central open market, define a scale
of attraction on the city scale. Several small
public squares and parks attract people from
the local area.

Fig. 4.10 (left)/ Scale of attraction
Fig. 4.11 (right)/ Functional diversity and
accessibility
Source: by author

Voids: function to be deternined

Central food open market

Socialt public space ; National
palace of culture

Central shopping street (textile,
nowadays in decay)

Important public transport hub

Proposed public space network

Central station

National scale

City scale

Neighborhood scale

Urban green parks

Spring water source
0

500

1000m
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4.2.4 Spatial analyze
The analysis on the city scale showed the
specific processes aﬀecting the public space in
the city of Sofa. However, by down scaling the
examined area, a new dimension appeared, to
be analyzed: the spatial condition of the area.
This parameter should be examined in order
to ensure spatial coherence and determine
what is the needed eﬀect, that public space
should trigger in order to reply to the specific
characteristics of the area.
The analyzed area showed a great diversity
in terms of urban patterns and quality of the
environment: historically old structures, dense
urban blocks, low density individual housing,
modernist socialist housing. The reason for
this variety could be found in the historical
development of the area: while the east part
of the city center was more developed in the
pre-war period, as a preferred area for the uprising bourgeoisie, the west part was mainly
inhabited by migrants, and the urban fabric
was composed mainly by small houses. The
area stayed vulnerable and during the socialist
period some of those houses were demolished
to free space for the socialist housing estates. In
the post socialist period, many of the remained
houses were sold to investors that developed
post-socialist housing blocks.
As a result the area is fragmented, displaying
diverse patterns of quality of the built
environment, density and vitality etc.,
graphically presented in fig.4.12-4.16.

Fig.4.12/ The various urban patterns prompt for an
adaptive public space strategy

Area oﬀering rich historical heritage. The quality of
the buildings needs to be improved. .

Low density single family housing . In general poor
spatial quality.

Modernist
apartment blocks,
constructed during
the socialist period.

Dense urban front
oﬀering good
quality of the
environment
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The analyzed area could be divided in several
main parts based on the type of urban patterns
and the quality of built environment it oﬀers.
The dense area is characterized by well defined
building blocks (in red). In this case the public
space strategy is more respectful of the existing

structure. In other zones (yellow) the urban
fabric is composed of low dense housing this allows for more drastic interventions,
accompanying the public space strategy,
such as densification and demolition of poor
housing.

Fig. 4.13/ Density of the built
environment
0

500

Fig. 4.14/ Quality of the built environment

1000m

Low-density housing of poor quality without
historical value
Low density Environment of poor quality of
historical value
Medium density environment of historical/
aestetics value for the city.
High density environment of ‘good’ quality. of
historical/ aestetics value for the city.
Contemporary environment, of historical
value for the city

Quality

Condition

Good
Mixed

Quality
Good

Bad
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Mixed
Bad

Condition

The vitality of the area (measured in pedestrian
activity) tends to decrease from the city
center towards the edge of the analyzed area.
However, the area oﬀers other opportunities
such as unbuilt spaces suitable for development
and densification.
Other opportunity is the location of the central

Fig. 4.15 Voids and empty spaces

P

P

P

P

train station and the National palace of Culture
, which are attractions on a city scale. A public
space network , connecting those elements can
be very eﬀective in terms of vitality, functions
and social encounters.

Fig. 4.16/ Attraction points and street
vitality
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P
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Car traffic environment
Fast

Slow
Pedestrian environment
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4.2.5 Cultural heritage
Parts of the the area are oﬀering large amounts
of historical assets, ranging from ancient roman
times, to the recent modernists architecture,
promoted during the socialist state. This
oﬀers possibilities to integrate the diﬀerent
environments and to consolidate the memory
of the city, applying the possibilities of cultural
development.
The historical heritage is distributed unevenly
through the area which oﬀers opportunities
in terms of the scale of interventions - areas
that are abundant in cultural and historical
heritage could bear smaller interventions than
new structures. The network of public space
interventions could function as one entity,
oﬀering a wider range of spatial qualities and
functions.
The heritage located in the case study area
could be classified under two categories:
structures and buildings, visible on fig.4.17 and
4.18. Some parts of the heritage are classified
as protected areas and are subject of particular
building regulations. Other structures are
described as particularly important for the city
as the first urbanized structures by experts
(Genchev, 2009). In his book ‘Sofia beyond
time and space’, Genchev suggests that the
location of the open market used to be the first
urbanized structure in the city, preceding the
roman settlement Serdica. The boulevard use
to be a river, nowadays cutting under diagonal
the urban grid. This axis is later copied by the

Romans, which explains the particular shape of
the roman citadel (fig. 4.19).
Indeed, today the axis is abundant in heritage
buildings. Unfortunately most of them are
in very bad state and transformed for retail
purposes.

Building s and structures- historical heritage

4.17/ Heritage structures

4.18/ Heritage buildings

Green structure and cultural
historical heritage (CHH)
Boarder of protected area
containing CHH
Area with specific development protection (Sedica and Tzar Boris park)
Boarders of area for preventive protection,
with a status of reserve
Open green public spaces of historical significance for
the city
Open green public space
Protected spatial structures rich in cultural and
historical potential (defined in municipal masterplan)
Areas of cultural and historical importnace (other sources)

Architectural heritage

1000m
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Fig.4.16/ The axis of today’s central market,
defined by a river in the past. The roman
settlement of Serdica is aligned to the river
which prompts for previously existing settlement.
Source : by author, based on Genchev, 2009
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River
Limits of roman city
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Fig. 4. 19 Adaptive public space strategy

The diﬀerences in the density, quality of
the environment the amount of historical
heritage and the availability of land for
development define eﬀects that the created
public space should trigger. The public space
strategy should be respective of this change
and adjustable for the specific conditions,
highlighting opportunities and contributing to
the solution of the major problems. Fig. 4.10
illustrates the adaptive public space strategy.
The connection between the diﬀerent
public spaces allows flow and exchange
between the diﬀerent environments. In that
way environments from diﬀerent political
regimes an historical periods are becoming
connected. Moreover, the various qualities
that those sub-areas have to oﬀer (free space
for developments, historical environments
etc.) are accessible through one public space
network. This allows to make small, non
expensive interventions, that will highlight
the particular quality of and area and produce
an eﬀect on a wider scale. In that way, the
eﬀects that the strategy trigger are distributed
on the scale of the strategic area, while on the
local scale, the public space is focused on the
particular problems of each sub-area.
This is illustrated with the vision scheme (fig.
4.20).
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Fig. 4. 20 Vision for the area. The functions of the
public space strategy, based on the analysis of
each sub-area. The strategy act on the local scale
to solve the identified issues, while on the scale
of the strategic area the public spaces aims at
achieving a balanced development by improving
the image of the area and attracting visitors and
investors.

Structuring function

Connecting function

Attracting visitors

Upgarde spatially area

Monumentalizing area
Decreasing density

$

Attracting investors
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4.2.5 Conclusion
A vision is elaborated, based on the sociospatial analysis of the area. It suggests the type
of public space and the eﬀect it has to trigger
in order to achieve a coherent public space
network, and improve the socio - spatial profile
of the area (fig.4.20).
The aim is to use the existing potentials and
to suggest minor interventions in order to
transform the potentials into qualities. It is
also important to highlight the diﬀerent types
of public space that oﬀer a wider functional
diversity and combined in a network function
together.
4.3 Strategy
The next step consists in the choice of strategic
elements in each of the sub-areas in order to
determine the location of the public spaces.
The choice is guided by the principle ‘maximal
eﬀect with a minimum intervention’. In some
locations, ‘strategic’ defines the ‘urgency’ of
the intervention in respect to the socio-spatial
conditions.
The strategy expands on the scale of the
analyzed area. It oﬀers 5 types of public
space interventions, located within each of
the diﬀerent environments In that way each
of the public space triggers a diﬀerent eﬀect,
defined by the needs of the area and its
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potentials. The diverse environments become
integrated. The solutions could be applied in
other similar fragments on the scale of the
city. The public space network composed of
various environments, oﬀers greater functional
diversity, accessibility, and social dynamics,
which responds to the criteria defined by the
theoretical framework.
Further in this section are presented in details
the diﬀerent types of public spaces, the
sequence of implementation and the eﬀects
they have on the urban structure.
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1000m

Fig. 4. 21 Strategy: definition of the types and
location of proposed public spaces

Program
Proposed public space network
Public spaces
Urban pattern
CHH structures
Protected areas
Important attracting points
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4.3.1 Stage 1a : Regeneration
The analysis showed that the area poses huge
potential in terms of historical heritage and
functions (it is the biggest open market in
the city), cultural diversity etc. However it is
suffering problems such as degrading

quality of the build structures and the road
infrastructure, crime, bad image. The public
space intervention aims to make use of the
already present characteristics of the area
and by small interventions (re-pavemnet;
renovation of the historical facades etc.)
transform the existing public space into a more
attractive environment. Consequently the
identity of the market area will be improved.
In this way the area could become a strong
cultural landmark and attractor (for residents
and tourists and investors) on the city scale.
This will lead to improvement of the overall
image of the area, attraction of more visitors
and investments.
Apart from the spatial qualities, the issues
tackled are commercialization and privatization
- the public space will stay public, fulfilling
the essential functions of a open-air market
such as commerce, social interaction, cultural
exchange. The private interventions will be
realized in other locations of the area, without
interfering with the functions of the market
area. The different types of intervention are
connected through the public space network
to the market area.

Existing public space/ attraction point
Existing green public space
Strategic public space interventions
Fragmentation of the public space structure
Commercialization of the public space
Invasion of the public space
Privatization of the public space
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0
Existing public space/ attraction point
Existing green public space
Strategic public space interventions
Fragmentation of the public space structure
Commercialization of the public space
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1000m

Collage of the market area intervention: The situation before, oﬀering unfriendly
environment and the projected situation. The improvement is achieved through minor
interventions, making the uniqueness of the area outstand.
Source: by author
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4.3.2 Stage 1b : Development through public
space
This stage of the project is realized parallel
to regeneration of the market area. The area
oﬀers large undeveloped empty plot,

former industrial site, located in the central
part of the city. This oﬀers great potential
for development by private parties. The new
developments will consist in low- rise oﬃce
buildings, ensuring resources to finance the
regeneration of the market area, using transfer
payments methods.
Public space here has two functions: first of all
rise attention towards the area and stimulate
private investments. Secondly, the public space
structure will become a guideline for the future
developments. In this way, new developments
will be integrated and respectful of the existing
surrounding structures. The latter are socialist
residential blocks, oﬀering degraded open
spaces. The renewed public space will ensure
facilities for the residents and will upgrade the
area and the land value. Until the complete
development of the area the public space will
oﬀer temporary functions, such as sports and
events, making use of the vast free space. This
will turn the area into an attractor or on the city
scale.
The issues tackled in this area are fragmentation
and mobility. The surrounding residential
socialist blocks are bodies foreign to the urban
pattern typical for the central area. The public
space will be integrating those fragments,
creating a coherent environment.
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Collage of the area comparing the existing and the future situation. The image
suggests the typology of the development area and the way it will benefit the
current residents.
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4.3.3 Stage 2 : Integration through public space
The second stage of the strategy consists in
dealing with the limit of the area. This is a
strategic location because of the seriousness
and the urgency of the issues that the location

oﬀers. The area is defined by a river, marking the
edge of the city center and nowadays subject of
emerging informal settlements. This seriously
downgrades the image of the area and the
possibilities for investment and development.
The role of the public space will be to prevent from
the emergence of future informal settlements.
This is done by ‘beatification’ of the river axis.
Small interventions such as lighting, benches
implantation and re-pavement will make the
area an attractive place for walks, and make it
more frequented. Another aspect of the area
is the view it oﬀers towards Vitosha Mountain
- one of the characteristic symbols of the city.
Although the Sofia’s skyline is evolving very fast
and nowadays it is becoming rarer to be able
to spot the symbolic mountain, the river axis
has preserved this quality, contributing directly
to the main aim of the project - improving the
identity of the city.
The intervention will show attention towards
the area. As mentioned before, in the prewar period the area was hosting industrial
functions. Nowadays there are abandoned
industrial buildings that could be transformed
into housing and host young and/ or socially
vulnerable people.
Compact city
Post socialist
Socialist
Pre-war compact central
Public/ private buildings
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Public space network

Collage of the area comparing the existing and the future situation. The image
suggest the new usage of the area and the subtile interventions that can change
its image.
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4.3.4 Stage 3 : Densification
The conclusions from the spatial analysis show
that the area has relatively low density and
poor quality of housing. This makes it suitable
for more drastic interventions. Public space in
this case is a catalyst for densification. Public
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space and green areas become attractive
locations for investors since they raise the land
value. Therefore the creation of several green
spaces in the area will attract investors and will
trigger the construction of housing. However,
a potential threat is the transformation of
the existing structure of the area. Some parts
of the area are being developed nowadays,
however the newly developed buildings are
irrespective of the existing urban structure
and enhance spatial fragmentation. Therefore
the public space aims at structuring the future
development and preventing from spatial
fragmentation. It is likely that the improvement
of the area will lead to gentrification. However
the existing model of development in Sofia,
limits the negative eﬀects of the gentrification
process. The model involves entrepreneurs,
who purchase old houses in poor condition.
In those locations the investors develop
residential blocks (usually 7, 8 stores) and the
original residents receive 2 or 3 apartments in
exchange for their plot. This model functions
well in the sense that it avoids the leaving
of the original residents, and in many cases
provides them with additional income from
rent. To ensure social fragmentation and to
fully respond to the needs of the area, the
proposed densification of the area will involve
the creation of certain percentage of social
housing - which is very urgent for the area, as
mentioned in stage 2 of the strategy.

Collage of the area comparing the existing and the future situation. The
image suggest the typology of the new buildings, involving commerce in
the ground floor. For the pilot strategic project is used the existing public
space which is an urban park.
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4.3.5 Stage 4 : Connection
The final part of the strategy is not as urgent
as the previous ones. It is strategic in the sense
that it completes the public space system and
connects it to the existing public space network.
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Existing public space/ attraction point
Existing green public space
Strategic public space interventions
Fragmentation of the public space structure
Commercialization of the public space
Invasion of the public space
Privatization of the public space
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This stage of the strategy is implemented in
a dense environment, part of the active city
center, oﬀering well structured building blocks.
The quality of the area is good compared to
the previous interventions. However, the area
has to deal with issues such as heavy traﬃc,
invaded public spaces and sidewalks by cars.
These partly due to the commercialization
of the area- large part of the residential
apartments are transformed into retail, oﬃces
and shops. The aim of the public space here is
to improve environment by creating pedestrian
friendly network. This is achieved by making
use of the particular building pattern of the
area: blocks enclosing inner yards. Once
private, the fences dividing the inner yards
were demolished by the socialist urbanists
following the maxima ‘The inner yard is what
make the bourgeois’ Nowadays most of them
are lacking maintenance, and usually used as
open -air parking spots. By making use of the
inner yards, the area will oﬀer new green paths,
dedicated to the pedestrians. In addition, this
network of public spaces will integrate the
commercialization processes happening in the
residential area and will oﬀer better services
and conditions for commerce. Diﬀerent than
the previous stages, this project is not aiming at
attracting new visitors but is mostly dedicated
to the residents and the other users of the area.

Collage of the area comparing the existing and the future situation. The
image suggest the new usages that the public spaces could acquire and
the calm, green atmosphere that they oﬀer in the middle of the urban
concrete environment.
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4.3.6 Conclusion
The strategy and the vision apply the public space
network as a main infrastructure for further urban
development. It is an approach coming from
the top, where the governmental actors have
the opportunity to evaluate which areas need
attention or posses qualities to be developed.
Public space engaged in a network aims at
attracting the attention (visitor’s and investor’s)
towards those areas. In addition, it adds a set of
spatial improvements to the local environment.
The public space network has a social impact
as described in the theoretical part. The needs
‘ingredients’ in terms of diverse functions,
attar actors and social groups are present. The
quality issue, also important for the successful
implementation of the public space, is addressed
further, in the design section.
The strategy is adaptive, where the public spaces
trigger a diﬀerent eﬀect and each of them has a
diﬀerent function within the network. It is based
on the analysis of the spatial environment in a
particular location in Sofia, and therefore is placespecific. However, the approach of using public
space as a tool to point out vulnerable/ strategic
environments, and combining it in a network to
achieve wider impact (social and spatial) could be
translated to other location as well.
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A place for conversation and social encounter are main functions of public space in Sofia.
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5.
Design
This chapter focus on the quality and the types of the proposed public spaces. The design implements solutions
to the post-socialist trends and addresses the managements issue .
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5.1 Design guidelines
The strategy of public spaces defined an
intervention area and drew a framework of
public spaces, and specified their role. The next
stage aims it to fill-in the frame with a spatial/
functional content. This is the role of the design
in this project - to show the how the public
space network can function and look like. The
guidelines for the design were established
earlier, with the analysis of the specific
processes aﬀecting the public space in Sofia.
Those processes such as commercialization,
privatization, mobility, fragmentation are
nowadays occupying the space, and therefore
they are treated with respect. The design
approach aims at integrating the spatial
manifestation of those processes in a manner
that they become potentials for the public
space. They are initiated by The market and
therefore reflect the actual demands and
trends of the inhabitants. That integration of
those existing processes becomes the filling of
the public space framework, established by the
strategy.
Another guideline defining the design is the
cultural and the historical heritage, which is
able to promote the identity of the city. The
presence of the heritage in some areas defines
a diﬀerent design approach.
An important part of this section is the
design of the process. A new management
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model is shown, using a concrete example of
the development a public space within the
network. That new management model is
able to oﬀer quality environment and public
spaces, but also to make the balanced urban
development possible.
5.1.1 Choice of design area
The chosen area for design (fig. 5.1) comprises
the Regeneration, the Development strategic
projects and the area connecting them. They
are defined as the most urgent and the first
steps of the implementation of the strategy.
Moreover, the controversy of those two areas
makes it extremely interesting to test the public
space strategy: the two areas require diﬀerent
interventions and diﬀerent approaches: the
regeneration area is abundant in cultural
heritage and requires subtle interventions,
while the development area is oﬀering
possibilities for the development of drastic
projects.
The area is rich in diﬀerent urban patterns,
which allows to test the ability of the public
space network to adapt.
The spatial connection between the two
interventions (the development and the
regeneration interventions) is important for the
functioning of the entire public space network,
but also for the feasibility of the project. It
allows for management possibilities such
as public-private partnerships and transfers

payment strategies.
Connecting those environments into a network
improves the social impact of the project: It
will oﬀer greater diversity of environments and
functions , which will attract more users form
diﬀerent backgrounds.
5.1.2 Current situation
The current spatial situation of the design
area is described and presented in section
4.2.4 Analyze of chapter 5. Strategy. However
the design requires a more detailed insight,
describing not only the spatial characteristics
but also the general atmosphere of the area.
Therefore a brief description of the area,
underpinned with images is accompanying
each of the design descriptions.
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5.1 / Choice of design area in relation to the strategic public space network. Note the diﬀerent
spatial patterns that the areas crosses and the uneven distribution of historical heritage
Design area
Existing built structures to be
integrated
Strategic public space
network
CHH structures
Heritage buildings
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5.2 Functional distribution
The design process started with the overview
and evaluation of the selected area. Within
this area 3 typological entities are defined:
The Development area, consisting of highrise residential blocks and vast open spaces;
the regeneration area, abundant in historical
structures and functioning as an open air
market; The Integration/ Connection area
which is located in between the other plots and
is connecting them.
The design is focusing on the crucial areas,
subject of post-socialist transformations
and other socio-spatial issues within those
entities. Public spaces in those 3 entities
play a diﬀerent role, however they remain
connected and form a network. The function
of those entities is a main element, helping
to determine the further design of the public
space. The functional distribution is inspired
by the present characteristics of the areas, and
the opportunities they present. The functional
division defines the use and the spatial aspects
of the public space, but is also a mechanism to
impose regulations towards the future of the
area, which will remain integrated with the
existing structures and functions.
In fig. 5.3 are illustrated the envisaged
functional distribution. The Development area
will be oﬃce-orintated. The vast free spaces
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could become areas for events and attract
people on city-level.
The Connecting area, has the potential of
sustaining a public function. Within this area
are located 2 major public building (ministries).
Currently the municipality of Sofia is looking for
a new location and the area has the capacities
of accommodating it.
The market area, which currently functions
as an open market will preserve its function.
However, new local-business functions can
be attributed to the area, in order to achieve
wider range of visitors.

5.3/ Functional division of the area

Cleaning up the river front.
Opening the perspective
towards the mountain

Pedestrian attractive
environment + mix use
buildings

Municipality building
offering public space in
continued of the public
buildings sequence
attracting visitors

Event + sports
area

Open market /
craftsmanship
Commerce and retail
(market products)

Shopping street attracting
and directing the pedestrian
flow
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5.3 Challenges and guidelines
As previously mentioned the design guidelines
are established by the analysis of the postsocialist processes, taking place in the public
spaces of Sofia. Another spatial parameter
is added to those guidelines, named spatial
challenges. It describes the main spatial issues
of the area, disrespectful of the context.
5.3.1 Specific processes
The specific post-socialist processes, analyzed
in section 3 are also addressed in the design.
The spatial and functional manifestation of
the Commercialization, Privatization, Mobility,
Fragmentation processes is integrated within
the public spaces. In some cases this is done
by specific actions such as the construction of
parking garages in relation to the inner ring
road. In other, the solution is in the functioning
of the project. The privatization issue for
example, is solved by introducing a model of
public- private partnership.
The fragmentation is addressed by integrating
the diﬀerent environments/ fragments and
connecting them through a network of public
spaces and specifically a continuous water
element.
For the Commercialization issue is proposed
a series of placements for the small scale
commerce. The location logic is similar to the
existing one- nearby large transport hub, or
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major attractors. However, the chaotic look of
the self-organized small scale commercialization
is organized by integrating them in relation to
the new public spaces. This gives vitality to the
public space, and on the other hand supports
the local businesses. Another action of dealing
with this trend, is the connections between
the new type of commerce- the shopping mall
and the traditional open air market. In this way,
they could co-exist and not be confronted.
5.3.2 Spatial challenges
Apart from the functional diversity, the design
obeys several guidelines concerning the spatial
coherence of the area. They are presented
schematically fig. 5.4.

Improve access to
the river axis
Spatially and functionally
integrate modernist
district through facilities

Create landmarks

Integrate shopping
mall within the spatial
structure

Improve connectivity

Improve quality of the
public space

5.4 / Guidelines for spatial coherence
Manifestation of post-socialist processes
Traffic/ Mobility isues
Traffic/ Mobility isues

Privatization

Commercialization’
Fragmentation
Fragmentation
Traffic
Privatization

Commercialization

Privatization
Fragmentation
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5.4 Concepts
The concept consist of two parts. The spatial
design concept, explaining the reasons behind
the spatial intervention. The process concept,
gives guidelines for the implementation of the
public space network.
5.4.1 Design concept
The idea consists in reestablishing the spatial
integrity of the area and connecting the
diﬀerent environments by a unique axis symbolizing the public space network (fig.
5.6). Diverse (existing and new) public spaces
are ‘attached’ to the continuous line. They are
serving the needs of the diﬀerent sub-projects
(Regeneration, Connecting, Development)
However, on their own, they function
independently, oﬀer diﬀerent usages and
atmosphere.
The proposed connecting element in this case
is a water axis, surrounded by trees (green and
blue axis). The water is referring to the past of
the area, when the integrity of the area used
to be connected through a river axis (fig. 5.5).
This explains the deviation in the urban grid
of the area, compared to the rest of the city
center.
However the water has been removed
underground and the spatial coherence of the
axis has been impaired by construction.
The monotonous repetition of this element is
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avoided by the various environments that it
traverses, and the diﬀerent ambiance those
environments produce. In the next sections
the three main environments are reviewed in
details.
5.4.2 Process concept
The design is not only aiming at achieving
spatial qualities, but to oﬀer a model for making
the urbanity and achieving urban development
in Sofia. Therefore, the design process is
important and forms another conceptual layer.
It aims at answering the question of how the
public space network is going to be created
and in what way its implementation will
present a new approach for the planning in
Sofia. The concept behind the managements is
presented in fig. 5.7.
It focuses on the stages of implementation
of the project and the main actors involved.
However, those could vary according to the
specific situation. Examples of the variations
are illustrated further in the chapter.
The phasing starts with the choice of an area
to be regenerated/ developed. It is based on
analysis, and identifies the main problems of
the area that have to be addressed. The main
actor here is the government as a regulator
between the private and the civic sector.
Stage two requires the spatial definition of
the future public space network, with an

attention towards the problems that need to
be solved. The solution of some of the issues
could be integrated within the implementation
of the public space. Other could be regulated
on political level elaboration of policies,
regulations and others. The third phase is a
result from the previous two, where the area
has become more attractive for investments
and some of the spatial problems are solved.
In this stage, models for cooperation between
parties and funding of non-profitable area
could be elaborated.

5.5 / Historical map of the design area from 1897
Source: by author based on Genchev, 2009
5.6 / Spatial concept: a strong continuous line,
connecting diﬀerent environments. Public spaces
‘attached’ to the line
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5.7 / Process concept
explaining the approach
Profitable area
and noting the possible stakeholders.

Historic area

Poor quality

Fragmented urban structure
Mobility issues
Pedestrian hostile env.
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Self- organized private
development within the public
framework. Institutional regulations to control and benefits to
attact invetors.

5.5 Design

Private invetsmet
companies
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Phase 3- Regeneration and development

Framework affecting the existing
structures - functional and spatial
changes. Financing models involving public and private subsidies.

Private invetsmet
companies

Heritage interventions
Pilot projects

Municipality of Sofia
Cooperation

Definition of the intevention
framework/backbone composed of public space infrastructure and public values
as an available resource.
Attantion/ solution to defined problems

Cooperation

Phase 2- Public space
framework

The next section presents and explains the
actual design.
Fig. 5.8 shows the integrity of the designed
area. The designed public space represents
the main blue-green axis, to which other
spaces are attached. The most characteristic
environments are selected for further
investigation. Those become crucial elements
and are in the focus of attention further in
the project. The spatial solutions applied in
relation to the analysis, the spatial quality
and the management issue are presented by
zooming in those areas (shown in red).

EU Funds/ HerO,
REPAIR and Net-Topic
Thematic Networks

Local businesses

Phase 1 - Evaluation
Choice of stretegic area for
development or/and urgent
regeneration based on
urban analysis
Identification of main issues

Municipality of Sofia
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Fig. 5.8 / Plan of the design area and treated issues
Connects fragmented
environments: through a
continuous blue-green axis

Creation of pedestrian friendly,
attractive environments

Inserts cultural value into the
public space

Adding value to public space
through integration of cultural
elements
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Green space (temporary/ for free use)

Commerce, retail

Pedestrian area

Existing buildings

Semi-public green space

New buildings

Public square

Heritage buildings

Designed green space

Water axis

Underground parking
Semi public space

P

P
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5.5.1 Development area
The key word describing the public space in
this area is ‘flexibility’. The water axis is defining
a fixed line of green spaces, highlighting the
continuity of the axis. In also integrates elements
such as stages, free standing buildings industrial
shed that oﬀer activities (fig.5.12). The rest of
the free space is temporary organized as public
spaces and used for various purposes such as
playground field, event hosting etc. (fig.5.13).
It could be used in that manner until the area
is developed. However, the stripe of continuity
and the permanent (or successful) public
spaces will remain and ensure long lasting of
the public space and better environment for
the users and residents.
In addition to that, a set of guidelines for future
development is elaborated. It defines the
height of the buildings, the space in- between
the diﬀerent buildings and the amount of
green/open space and facilities they have to
oﬀer to the area.
To respond to the excessive traﬃc, the area
oﬀers 2 underground parking. They will not
only improve the situation in the area itself,
but will contribute to the problem on a larger
scale: the main road is part of the inner ring
road. This will stimulate the drivers to park
their car in the parking, easily accessible within
the entire city, and then walk/ bike through the
network of public spaces, which is connected
to the city center.
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Apart simulating the direction in the sense
of the water axis, the design is encouraging
a more pedestrian -friendly connection in
direction to the shopping mall (fig.5.14). This is
done by creation of a plaza, hosting small-scale
commerce and retail. In this way, the traﬃc
problem, caused by the shopping mall will be
solved, altogether with integrating the local
street commerce to the shopping mall.

Location of the Development area

Pedestrian hostile environments

Fig. 5.9 Current situation and major
problems of the area

Lack of program and facilities

Public spaces invaded by cars

Remains of industrial buildings
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5.10/ Relation between the design and the andlyse
of the socio-spatial processes in in the city of Sofia.
Implementation of the guidelines

Using the shopping mall as an attractor ;
integration of traditional street commerce.

Make use of self-organized commerce as space
activators. Provide space for them in the new
spaces

Stimulate social interaction by cultural events

Creation of parking facilities in relation to main
infrastructure: underground parking, underneath
the public space

Creation of pedestrian friendly, attractive
environments- inroducing of a bike path.

124

Adding value to public space through integration
of cultural elements -providing space for
temporary cultural events

Existing buildings
New buildings
Commerce and retail
Passage/ walking path
Sidewalk
Bike path
Semi-public space
Non-designed green space for public usage
Desiged green elements
Communal green space
Private green space
100m
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5.11/ Cross- sections and plan
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5.12/ Water axis , guide through the diverse urban patterns. Flexible public space providing opportunities
for social interaction and cultural events
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5.13 / Continuity of the network though the green-blue axis. Temporary spaces, hosting local commerce.
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5.14/ Using the shopping mall as attractor. Providing a pedestrian friendly space to stimulate alternative transports.
Integration of small scale commences to make the space vital
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5.15 / Scheme, explaining the design of the process: phasing, stakeholders

P
P
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Phase 3 - Development

Municipality of Sofia

Profitable conditions; Regulations

Public developments

Regulations
Framework for spatial developmet:
Building height - max 30m;
Construction/ investments in % of
public facilities based on
construction prise
Provision of parking places per unit

Developing the area
Opportunities for low land prices
within a central location

Be
ne
fit

Providing space

fit

a
ne

Occupying the space, introducing
functions and vitality
Financing design of additional
public spaces

Municipality of Sofia

Maintenance and
development

Interventions
Organization of events
Provision of temporary, flexible
spaces for artists and local
businesses
Development of pilot public
building offering public space
Regulations
Definition of limits of future
developments and permanent
public spaces

Be

Phase 2 - Functional development

Private invetsmet
companies

Local businesses

Phase 1 - general improvements
Municipality of Sofia

Be
ne
fit

Financing

a
Be

ne

fit

Inteventions:
Pavement
Lights
Trees
Water axis
Pilot project: sidewalks
integrating parked cars and bike
lanes

Construction of underground
parking garage
Private invetsmet
companies
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5.5.2 Integration/ connecting area
This area presents a bottleneck, disconnecting
the integrity of the designed network. The area
is unsafe, with a low-density and quality building
stock and lacking basic public amenities such
as road infrastructure (fig.5.16) . As defined in
the theoretical framework, for the functioning
of the network, safety and quality are critical
elements. Therefore it is important to intervene
in that area, although it presents mainly a
spatial quality challenge. Nevertheless, there
are some post-socialist processes present:
The low quality/ density building stock, oﬀers
possibility for densification. This process
already started in the area. It consists of
individual residential developments, which are
not integrated within the existing structure
and trigger spatial fragmentation. Moreover,
those new developments do not invest/ add
quality to the public infrastructure/ amenities.
Public space aims at regulating this process:
the new quality environment will attract
larger amount of investors. However, the
public space that already will be a fact will
serve as a framework, defining the space for
construction and integrating the diﬀerent
isolated developments. This ‘infrastructure’
will be filled-up by the present process of
fragmented development, and in that way
integrate it and transform it into potential.
The invaded spaces by cars are another
issue. To solve this issue, the design opts for
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hose well defined spaces, with an attributed
program and quality, which will prevent the
open spaces to become parking lots.
Administrative function is the suggested
function of the area. The developed public
space will integrate the existing 2 public
buildings, ministries. In future the new building
of Sofia municipality could be located there.
The intervention focuses on the main
discontinuity, which is formed by a block of
buildings, blocking the continuity of the axis.
The design recommends demolition for the
downgraded buildings. Instead, new housing
will be constructed, modifying the width of the
block and ensuring possibilities to re- connect
the axis. The typology of the new buildings
will be up to 8 floors, hosting ground floor
commerce (fig. 5.18). The existing street is
widened and accessible only for pedestrians
and bicycles.
Again, the blue/green line is the main guiding
element. It deploys in several places, and
introduces public spaces. One of them is a
plaza located in an elevated spot (section
5.19), following the natural topography of the
area. The placement is visible from the bottom
of the water axis and therefore suitable for a
landmark, indicating the continuation of the
project. Another public space attached to the
continuous line is the backyard of a ministry,
presently used as an open-air parking (fig. 5.21;
5.22). Again, the topography of the area allows

to preserve the garage and by covering it to
create a public space on top. This intervention
has a symbolical meaning, where the ministry
becomes a real public building, oﬀering access
to the residents and public facilities.
The axis continues further to meet the open
market. It integrated the existing public spaces,
which presently lack vitality and functions and
form, by introducing activities and small scale
commerce. The water element is introduced
here as well to guide the users. An issue in this
area is the width and the traﬃc of the road
infrastructure, where the traﬃc seems to take
over the pedestrian usages. To deal with this,
a pedestrian bridge is introduced. It is aligned
with the water axis, and becomes a visual
mark.
Since the area is crossed by a road form a
higher order, parking facility is proposed,
addressing the Mobility issue. However, due
to estimated underground ruins and heritage,
the parking is located in a building. The parking
will also serve the visitors of the near-by open
air market.

Location of the Connecting area

5.16/ Main problems and current spatial condition
of the area
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Hostile environment, lack of public realm

Individual urban developments ,
fragmenting the urban structure and not
contributing to the public amenities

Poor quality and low density of the
buildings
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Large infrastructure. The pedestrian scale
is missing

Isolated existing public spaces, lacking
functions and vitality

Poor building stock and public spaces
invaded by cars
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5.17/ Main functions of the designed public space
and the relation to the treated issues.

Triggering ‘controlled’ densification of the inner
city area defined by the public space framework

Creation of parking facilities in relation to main
infrastructure and public transport hubs; Oﬀering
spatially and functionally defined public spaces

Improving the image of the area though
landmarks and distinctive elements: Public spaces
related to public buildings; Distinctive Pedestrian
bridge

Integration of diﬀerent fragments within one
environment: blue-green axis

Creation of pedestrian friendly, attractive
environments: policies to creating a car-free
streets

136

Make use of self-organized commerce - space
activators: Commercial space in the ground floor
of the new building developments

Green space (temporary/ for free use)

Commerce, retail

Pedestrian area

Existing buildings

Semi-public green space

New buildings

Public square

Heritage buildings

Designed green space

Water axis

Underground parking
Semi public space

100m
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5.18/ View of the new pedestrian street. On the right is the new housing typology , hosting commerce
ommerce on
the ground floor. Bottom of the page: section showing the integrity of the intervention and the sculptural
landmark “ Sofia” at the top.

Promoting alternative ways of
transport
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Connecting diﬀerent environments

5.19/ Longitudinal section of the new pedestrian axis, showing the ‘framing’ of the triggered developments.
On the right the design makes use of the topography to insert a landmark ( installation saying ‘Sofia’)

Connecting diﬀerent environments

Triggering controlled densification

5.20/ Transversal cross section of the designed public space. The covered parking becomes a symbolic space,
improving the image and the spatial conditions with its specific design.

Improving the image

100m
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5.21/ Comparison of the projected covered parking public space
and the existing situation.
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5.22 / Improved spatial qualities, through the creation of the
public space. Comparison with the present situation.
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5.23/ Large and busy infrastructure present an obstacle in front of the integrity of the pedestrian axis. A possible
solution is a pedestrian bridge. The brigde also serves as a landmark, indicating the processes happening in the
areas.

Existing situation
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Reference image: Buenos Aires, Av. Presidente
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5.5.3 Regeneration area
The area is considered as one of the oldest
urbanized structures in ancient Sofia (Genchev,
2009). In the pre-war period, it used to be a
blooming commercial multi-cultural district,
where multiple communities cohabited. Today
the area still carries a unique atmosphere and
the memories of old Sofia. It is abundant in
historical buildings and small, food and creativeorientated retails. The commercial functions
are strongly present as it accommodates the
biggest open market in Sofia.
In that sense, public space is largely present
and vital. The intervention in this area consists
in improving its spatial quality and proposing a
sustainable management model that will ensure
controlled development and maintenance for
the future.
The analysis identified several post-socialist
processes that are going to be integrated
within the public space strategy. Those are
the invaded spaces by cars, the fragmented
development, and the commercialization of
the historical buildings. The ‘solution‘ to those
issues is oﬀered through a policy regulations,
accompanying the public space intervention,
presented in fig.5.31 .
The design concentrates on improving the
spatial quality. Again through small integrated
actions, the area can drastically improve
and highlight its authentic character and
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atmosphere. The improved space can become
a strong landmark for the area, and contribute
to the image of the entire strategic network.
The attention towards the heritage and its
improved value will have an impact on the scale
of the city, and will contribute to the main aim
of the project - establishing a distinctive urban
identity for Sofia. Moreover, the integration
of cultural landmarks within the public space
structure will attribute a cultural dimension to
the network and contribute to the formation of
a community and civic pride.
The spatial intervention follows the logic of the
design of the other two areas and introduces
the main water axis along the continuity of
the market. In that way the area becomes
spatially and thematically connected to the
other intervention areas. Other actions are
improvement of the pavement, creating green
areas in order visitors to relax and make the
place breath. The market itself is held on the
street, which will be completely car-free. That
will free more space for the visitors. The market
is held every day, so the majority of the stands
are permanent. However, a second line of
foldable/removable stands is added whenever
there is additional demand. In that way in days
when the market is smaller, or after working
hours, the place can acquire diﬀerent functions
(events, manifestations..)
In the public spaces are proposed free standing

picnic tables and/or restaurants, which will
invite for social activities in contrast to the
predominately commercial ones and where
visitors can enjoy the food from the market and
relax. The majority of those operations will be
financed by the private concession company,
who is managing the market.
Another important aspect of the design consists
at improving the facades of the heritage
buildings. This will be financed partly with the
resources form the Development area.
Although the area has is a well defined function,
nowadays it attracts limited type of people: old
people who have time to go shopping in the
area and socially disadvantages people, who
sell. In the weekends, the visitors are more
diverse. In order to make the area attractive
for young people and other social clusters,
the renewed public space aims to create
opportunities and conditions for more diverse
functions. The area already has a creative
profile and it could support functions such as
tailoring, craftsmanship etc. The ateliers could
be located in the inner courtyards, nowadays
used as storage place or for retail.
Based on the analysis, there is certain amount
of houses of extremely poor quality. The design
suggests their demolition. The typology of the
new buildings should be adaptive to the area
and oﬀer retail space in the ground floor (fig.
5.26). The larger scope of function will enlarge
the social profile of the visitors of the market.

This will contribute to the social coherence and
consolidate the essential functions an open
market.

Location of the Regeneration area
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5.24 Existing situation and major problems of the area.

Poor spatial quality.

Public space invaded
by cars. Decreased
spatial quality

Heritage buildings in poor
condition. The majority fulfil
retail functions
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Lack of spatial
organization.
Commercialization
of the inner court
yards.

Vitality and atmosphere of the
market area
Credits: Zhiva Skachokova
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5.25 Main issues treated in the design of the public spaces

Triggering ‘controlled’ densification of the inner
city area and replacement of decaying buildings.
New buildings, oﬀering space for local commerce,

Creation of new policies regulating the traﬃc
in the pedestrian areas and financing of the
regeneration works explained more in details in
fig.

Improving the image of the area though
improvement of the heritage facades and
construction of quality spatial elements. such as
ta market canopy (fig. 28)

Integration of diﬀerent fragments within one
environment - continuation of the water axis
within the area.
Creation of spaces to stimulate social
communication. The design suggests spaces for
BBQ and picnic tables to enjoy the products of the
market.

Make use of self-organized commerce - space
activators. Making use of the spatial pattern that
the area provides by occupying the inner court
yards.

148

149

Exis
Existing buildings
New buildings
Com
Commerce and retail
Passage/ walking path
Sidewalk
Bike path
Non-designed green space for public usage
Designed green elements
Communal green space
Private green space
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5.26 / Design and sections

5.27 / View on the public space of the market. The new building ( library) replaces buildings of poor quality and ensure
greater social diversity. On the right are placed the foldable/ removable market stalls.
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5.28/ The regeneration of the historical building facades and the specific canopy form specific landmarks, contributing to
a better image of the area.
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5.29/ The water axis connects diﬀerent spatial environments, subject of diﬀerent planning ideologies.
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5.30 / Local commerce integrated within the inner court yards: providing diverse functions and
specific, urban spaces

Existing situation (left) and
projected situation (right)

154

Existing creative functions in the area.
Credits: Zhiva Skachokova
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5.31 / design of the process.:
phasing and stakeholders
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Ensure maintenance of
public spaces

Residents organization
Provide maintenance

Provides location

Establishes rules and
regulations

Encouraging mixed-use
developments by tax
reductions
General guidelines for
height and appearance

Private invetsmet
companies

Conducts and finance
inteventions

Construtction of new
buildings
Ensure % investment in
public amenities

Encourages

Local businesses

Municipality of Sofia

EU Funds/ HerO,
REPAIR and Net-Topic
Thematic Networks
Financing and
expertise

Phase 2- Rehabilitation

Finance

Residents organization

Private invetsmet
companies

Co
op
er
at
io
n

Stimulates

Rehabilitation of
historical buildings/
and facades
Development of inner
cort yards as public
spaces to attract businesses
Develops pilot project:
public function
building

Municipality of Sofia

Phase 1 - general improvements

Establishes rules and
regulations

Regualtions:
Car-free area
Evaluation of the building
quality - identification of poor
quality
buildings
Heritage buildings - obligations
for the improvements of the
facades.
Interventions:
Water axis
Public space organizations of

Market concession
private company

Conducts and finance
inteventions

Inteventions:
Pavements
Lights
Trees
Market canopy
Benefits:
Rent deductions

Municipality of Sofia
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5.6 Conclusions
The design task oﬀered the opportunity to
explore closely the problems, of the public
spaces in Sofia, defined previously in the
analysis section. The design suggest concrete
spatial actions, connected to the defined
problems and illustrated in fig.5.33 .
The design suggests diﬀerent types and
functions of public spaces in relation to the
established goals in the strategy.
The design is related to the strategy, therefore
is also ‘adaptive’ respectfully to the diﬀerent
environments:
The role of the design in the tree selected areas
is diﬀerent. In the development area, the design
proposals are related to the integration of the
post-socialist trends. The process management
in this area in important for the project and is
innovative for Sofia.
In the connection area, the design aims at
integrating post-socialist trends, but also
improving the spatial quality.
In the market area, most of the design
interventions are aiming at improving the
spatial quality and emphasizing the existing
potentials of the area.
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5.32 / Scheme explaining the role of the public
space design in the three design areas.
PS= Integrating post-socialist processes
SQ= public space, improving spatial qualities
M= public space as management tool

M
PS

SQ

SQ
PS
M

PS

SQ

M
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5.33 / Design conclusions
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International

City scale Sofia

Local scale Sofia

Strategy/solution

Commercialization

Use as attractor
Organize routing through public towards
shopping mall. Unite external and internal
public space.
Win-win situation better conditions for commerce and more vital spaces

Semi-private spaces (ex. shopping malls)
In decay of the traditional
street commerce and the street
vitality

Small scale commerce - Chaotically Integrate to create vital spaces. Use as ‘space
positioned and downgrading public activators’
space quality
Commerce is the major function of
public spaces. They transform into
‘Places for individual consumption’with limited communication and
exchange features

Public spaces for events;
Integration of historical and cultural elements in the public space

Lack of vitality after commerce
closing hours

Encourage mix use-developments

Fragmentation

Technologies leading to individualization of society

Stimulate personal communication through
organized events

Socio-spatial fragmentation

Engage different levels of networks into a
public space network. Stimulate two directional flow and exchanges.

Urban development on two speeds:
attractive areas in the south and
decaying areas in the north.

Public spaces serving to monumentalize
decaying areas and attract attention
Small development s without a bigger framework

Privatization

Privatization of the public
space. Limited access and
restricted usage

Top- down regulations.
Public space acting as a framework , regulating future developments

Improve managements model of the public
spaces
Land-ownership restitution caused
the construction and disappearance
of the open spaces
Limited access to some areas and
cultural assets.
Private developments are not contributing with public assets

Create models/ rules to protect the open
public space as such.
Ensure inter connectivity of the public spaces
Planning tools to regulate the creation of
public realm through private.

Mobility

Transport Oriented Developments, promoting extensive
use of private car, stimulating
congestions, favoring urban
sprawl.

Use low dense areas in the inner city as an
opportunity to densification and limit urban
sprawl.

‘Going to’ movements then ‘going
through’
Public spaces invaded by cars

Car congestion in the city center
causes pedestrian unfriendly environment

Create parking facilities; park &ride models;
create network of good spatial quality
Offer parking facilities, connected important
road infrastructures inner ring road.

Connect public spaces to public transport
Offer pedestrian accessible environments,
making use of the typology
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6.
Reflection and evaluation
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6.1 Aims of the project
The initial aim of the project ‘Public space not
for sale!’ was to strengthen the identity of
the city, while using a feasible approach that
will allow the treatment of the urgent urban
issues and will immediately improve the living
environment. The research on the planning
system in Sofia revealed the cause for the
socio-spatial problems in the city: An urban
development initiated mainly by the market,
without a strong framework, able to regulate
the urban processes. The municipal strategy
presented costly blueprint strategy, promoting
new centralities in a time of crisis.
The approach proposed in this thesis suggests
that the public space becomes a priority in the
municipal vision. Using public space is a way
to achieve urban development, is particularly
appropriate for cities in transition: It allows
development, because of its flexibility and
low investments input. However it is also very
sensible tool for examining and evaluating the
main urban problems, since it is located in the
heart of the relations among the urban actors:
It is used by the civic sector and delivered by
the public. It is both used and financed (directly
or indirectly) by the private sector. Therefore
any the major processes aﬀecting the city are
also reflected on the public space.
Apart from evaluating urban issues through
public space, this thesis oﬀers design and
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management solutions to these issues. While
implicated, public space not only improves the
urban environment, but aﬀects the specific
post-socialist urban processes and transforms
them into opportunities. Moreover, the
creation of the public space network makes it
possible to combine the potentials of diﬀerent
areas and in therefore to achieve a bigger
Impact trigger further development.

6.2 Improved spatial conditions and integrated
specific processes
In this project public space is used as a tool to
form a top-down framework. It becomes the
most strategic and defined element in the plan.
Its role is to determine the location of strategic
importance for the city form the governmental
perspective (the top). The strategy is a tool to
direct attention to areas that are left out of
the development perspective and in this way
achieve a more balanced city. Use of public
space network, the strategy becomes more
flexible: in could be implicated in diﬀerent areas
(according to the urgency of the problems), in
diﬀerent scales and could bears deviation from
the initial plans.
The first ‘role’ of the public space design
is to improve the environment and benefit
inhabitants. After establishing the public space
structure, it is ‘filled in’ by the post-socialist

processes. In fact, as explained earlier, those
processes are result of an unregulated market
development. In that sense, they present
opportunities since the market is a sensible
tool for indicating demand and oﬀer. The
project takes advantage of this those processes
as opportunities. In that way the small scale
commercialization is used within the created
public spaces to achieve vital spaces. The
shopping mall, which is a strong attractor of
visitors, is used to benefit the new public spaces
and the local commerce. In the same way the
diﬀerent typological fragments which until
now fragment the city, now become connected
into an experience, indicative of the diﬀerent
periods and political regimes that happened in
the city ( communist housing estate, old open
market, post-socialist developments). The
interconnection provides bigger opportunities
for development of the diﬀerent areas. By
applying those and other ‘solutions’ (fig. 5.33),
the public space oﬀers a test –site for solving
some of the most urgent issues in Sofia and
also aﬀecting other urban elements that the
public space . In that way the design answers
one of the project sub-aims: to integrate the
post socialist trends.

6.3 Social impact
The public space network is follows the rules
established by the theoretical framework: It
provides accessibility, diverse functions, social
dynamics and quality spatial environment
(Pinto et al.,2010). It provides diﬀerent types
of public space and emphasize on the mix of
functions in order to attract wider variety of
visitors. The chosen location of a city center
boarder makes it easier for the public space
network to traverse environments with
diﬀerent communities and social profile.
Therefore it contributes to the social cohesion
on the city and responds to one more of the
initially established goals. The social parameter
is addressed by the implementation of the
cultural heritage. The spatial aspect of the
public space framework is completed by adding
a collective value and reinforcing the formation
of community feeling.

6.4 Management
The managements issue is addressed in the
design. It stands at the core of the urban
problems in Sofia with the so-far unanswered
question of who is making the city. The
model that the project proposes is a model
where the public, private and civic sectors
are involved into the process. The strategy
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oﬀers a tool for the public sector to guide
the urban development (to certain extend).
While the public sector creates attractive
conditions for the private sector, the latter is
required by diﬀerent actions ( fig. 5.15; 5.31)
to contribution to the construction of public
realm. The civic sector is benefiting from
better living environments. It also becomes
actively involved into the construction of the
public realm by maintenance and usages of
the spaces.
The success of the plan depends of the strong
and adequate political judgments and analyses
while the first stage of implementation of the
public space strategy. However, in the complex
situation of a society in transition in Bulgaria,
often the private and the public sectors often
act together instead of regulating each other.
In this case, the strategy might not be applied
successfully: southern part of the city might
become privileged for the development of the
public space network, instead of the deprived
areas in the north. This will lead to smaller
impact of the strategy.
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6.5 Identity
The last and the main aim of the project is the
consolidation of a strong and distinctive urban
identity. Although it is hard and uncertain to
evaluate this aim, attractive and place-specific
environments is most likely contribute to a
better reputation and identity. The project
intervenes in the city center, area that is of
crucial importance for the mono centric city.
Therefore the impact of the proposed strategy
in terms of identity and urban attention will be
felt on the scale of the city.
The implementation of heritage strongly
contributes to this aim of the project. The
strategy contributes to the improvement of
the conditions of heritage and highlight its.
However the implementation of the historical
and cultural heritage in the proposed design is
limited to only heritage building facades and
historical axis. In reality Sofia has to oﬀer more
interesting and specific heritage such as the
mineral water and the ruins that could have a
major impact its identity. The exploitation of
other types of heritage could become a subject
of further research, which could complete the
already established framework of public space
strategy.
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