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Abstract: Ljubljana was the first post-socialist city awarded with the title European Green Capital.
The title awarded by the European Commission is given to a city that is achieving high environmen-
tal standards, is setting ambitious goals for further environmental improvement and sustainable
development, and can act as a role model to inspire other cities and promote best practices to all other
European cities. The article is based on a hypothesis that at the moment when Ljubljana applied for
(and was awarded) the European Green Capital title, it had strong strategic spatial planning and
successful territorial governance, as well as the interweaving of both. To prove the hypothesis, the
timetable and characteristics of the strategic spatial planning and territorial governance in Ljubljana
are presented in this article and critically evaluated. Critical evaluation and analyses are also assessed
using a qualitative research method, i.e., semi-structured in-depth interviews among experts from
four professional fields including spatial planning, urbanism, architecture, and management. The
results confirmed the hypothesis: Ljubljana’s sustainability-oriented strategic spatial plan prepared by
a variety of stakeholders, experts, and citizens, as well as the effective governance system established
by the mayor, a manager by profession, were two factors that coincided at a crucial moment. This was
recognized by the European Commission and Ljubljana was awarded a prestigious title. Ljubljana can
therefore serve as an excellent sustainable example for other post-socialist cities in terms of strategic
spatial planning and governance.

Keywords: spatial planning; strategic spatial planning; territorial governance; sustainable innovation;
post-socialist city; sustainable city development

1. Introduction
1.1. European Green Capital Award

In 2016, the European Commission bestowed upon Ljubljana the prestigious title
of European Green Capital. This recognition is open to cities in EU Member and Candi-
date States, Iceland, Liechtenstein, Norway, and Switzerland, allowing those with over
100,000 inhabitants (or the country’s largest city) to vie for the title. The award aims to
acknowledge and commend the pivotal role local authorities play in enhancing the en-
vironment, economy, and quality of life within cities. Given to a city exemplifying high
environmental standards, setting ambitious goals for ongoing environmental enhancements
and sustainable development, the European Green Capital serves as a role model inspiring
other cities and disseminating best practices throughout Europe. From its inception in
2010 until 2016, over 100 cities have sought the European Green Capital Award, 30 were
shortlisted, and 7 earned the title, including Ljubljana [1,2]. Up until 2022, six other cities
secured the award. Remarkably, among all winners over the decade, Ljubljana stood out
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as the sole city from a post-socialist country (see Figure 1). Furthermore, Ljubljana held
the unique distinction of being the first and, until 2022, the only post-socialist city among
the finalists. Only in 2023, seven years after Ljubljana, did Tallinn become the second
post-socialist city to receive this title, followed by Vilnius two years later.

Figure 1. European Green Capital awarding cities 20102025 [3].

The success of the European Green Capital Award spurred smaller cities to seek EU
recognition for their sustainability efforts, leading to the launch of the European Green
Leaf initiative in 2015. This initiative targets cities with populations ranging from 20,000
to 100,000, acknowledging their commitment to improved environmental outcomes with
an emphasis on initiatives fostering green growth and job creation. Despite these efforts,
until 2021, only Western European cities received the European Green Leaf title [4]. For
Ljubljana, the prestigious title held great significance, positioning the city prominently on
the European and global map of sustainable cities. The Jury was impressed by Ljubljana’s
substantial transformation over the preceding 10-15 years, with EU Commissioner Kar-
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menu Vella stating, “Ljubljana is doing to make Europe’s cities better places to live, work,
play and grow old” [5] (p. 5). The question that naturally arises is, what sets Ljubljana
apart and makes it comparable to Western European cities?

In 2010, when Stockholm was the first European city awarded the title European
Green Capital, the European Commission explained its choice and indicated what makes
most developed and sustainability-oriented European cities different from the others. The
Commission reported that Stockholm’s efforts to create a model sustainable urban envi-
ronment would not end when it surrendered its title as the European Green Capital in
January 2011. The city had developed an ambitious vision of its development from then
until 2030. Vision 2030 involved all the city’s administrative departments, together with
businesses, educational establishments, and other partners. Bringing this sustainable, green
city of the future into being was a strategic commitment that involved all policymakers and
stakeholders. In 2012, the same European Commission stated that everyone in Stockholm
had a role to play in making the vision a reality. The Commission also acknowledged,
when awarding Nantes, that with the closure of the shipyards in the late 1980s, Nantes
faced a difficult social climate tinged with disappointment and despondency. The new
majority, comprising new mayors and their administration, had to rethink the development
strategy to restore hope, confidence, and pride among Nantes’ population. This neces-
sitated creativity, embracing possibilities for change, and redefining a collective vision
for the city. Recognizing the importance of culture in social cohesion, Nantes made it the
central and cross-cutting focus of all its plans. In 2014, when Copenhagen received the
award, the European Commissioner for the Environment reiterated the common thread
shared by all previously honored cities. It was highlighted that each of the European
Green Capitals—Stockholm, Hamburg, Vitoria-Gasteiz, and Nantes—served as inspiring
examples of how cities could drive environmental change. These cities, drawing on their
experiences, were seen as capable of sharing their knowledge and actively influencing
planning and strategy not only within Europe but also on a global scale. Similar sentiments
were expressed regarding Copenhagen’s recognition. The judging panel commended
Copenhagen as an exemplary model of effective urban planning and design. In their
detailed evaluation, experts praised the city’s comprehensive, visionary, and integrated
strategy, as outlined in Agenda 21 and “Eco Metropolis—our vision for Copenhagen 2015”
plans. Additionally, Copenhagen made commitments to foster discussions on policies and
strategies across generations and to engage in full collaboration with businesses, research
institutions, and urban administrations [6-8].

1.2. Awarding Key Factors

As evident from the explanations, all cities that received awards share common
traits critical to their success. Two key factors stand out: strategic spatial planning and
territorial governance. Rizzi and Dioli [9] affirmed these observations by asserting that
the various and intricate aspects of contemporary cities require effective coordination and
clear communication. Urban and territorial areas that successfully distinguish themselves
can adeptly manage diverse complementary planning tools. Notably, place marketing
and city branding achieve greater success when integrated into the framework of strategic
planning (strategic spatial planning in this context, authors’ note). All processes involve a
multidimensional combination of activities, negotiations, decisions, and efforts occurring
under the broader umbrella of the strategic planning process. According to Albrechts [10],
strategic spatial planning provides a critical interpretation of the structural challenges
and problems and allows place actors/stakeholders to think creatively about possible
responses [11]. According to Rizzi and Dioli [9], spatial planning is deemed crucial as
local actors within a city define visions and strategies for change and improvement. They
further emphasize that the concept of governance is closely associated with the notion of
strategic planning (strategic spatial planning in this context, authors’ note). Based on the
knowledge of other researchers [12-14]. Rizzi and Dioli [9] described governance as a tool
to boost competitiveness by creating a common understanding among local stakeholders
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regarding economic and social aspects. Furthermore, they explained it as a mechanism
that promotes horizontal collaboration, decentralized management, and the coordination
of all local authorities, resources, and participants. This approach contrasts with traditional
hierarchical, top-down governing styles. These processes and relationships are based
on the “organizational” concept of territory. Hence, this form of governance is referred
to as territorial governance. It can be characterized as the systematic organization and
coordination of various actors with the aim of cultivating territorial capital in a constructive
manner, ultimately enhancing territorial cohesion across different levels [15]. Formulating
and implementing spatial strategies is, however, one of the most challenging tasks of
territorial governance [11].

According to these findings, it could be concluded that at the moment when Ljubljana
applied for (and was awarded) the European Green Capital title, it had both—strategic
spatial planning and territorial governance. We can assume that Ljubljana would not be
awarded the title of European Green Capital if it did not have successful strategic spatial
planning and successful territorial governance, as well as the interweaving of both. To
prove this hypothesis, the timetable and characteristics of strategic spatial planning and
territorial governance in Ljubljana are presented in this article and critically evaluated.

2. Theoretical Backgrounds
2.1. Strategic Spatial Planning

In the 1960s and 1970s, spatial planning in Slovenia, like in many western countries,
underwent a transformation toward a system of comprehensive planning at various ad-
ministrative levels. This approach aimed to cover a broad spectrum of topics and extend
over a long-term horizon [10,16]. However, the prevailing conditions of neoconservative
ideologies and post-modern skepticism in the 1980s led to a shift away from a comprehen-
sive approach, favoring project-based spatial planning for a period [17-19]. With the turn
of the millennium, the need for new approaches to spatial planning emerged once again in
response to new urban challenges such as fragmentation, economic shifts, public service
provision, and environmental concerns [20-22]. In these circumstances, traditional spatial
planning, rooted in building permits aligned with approved land-use plans and regulations,
appeared inadequate. There was a demand for a more realistic and effective planning
method that simultaneously underscored the importance of long-term thinking [10,23,24].

This section seeks to examine the characteristics of strategic spatial planning and
elucidate how it differs from traditional spatial planning. Drawing primarily on the works
of Albrechts et al. [17] and Albrechts [10,22,25,26], supplemented by other pertinent au-
thors, the discussion explores the complexities of strategic spatial planning. Albrechts [25]
contends that there is no definitive, single concept, procedure, or tool for strategic spatial
planning. Instead, it encompasses a set of approaches tailored to specific contexts. He
underscores that the efficacy of strategic spatial planning systems depends not only on
the system itself but also on underlying conditions. Furthermore, he posits that strategic
spatial planning is a dynamic process generating a vision, coherent actions, and imple-
mentation strategies. This process plays a pivotal role in defining and shaping the identity
of a place, delineating its current state and future aspirations. In an effort to establish a
workable normative definition of strategic spatial planning, Albrechts [25] identifies five
characteristics constituting its core and distinguishing it from traditional spatial planning:
it is (1) selective, (2) relational, (3) integrative, (4) visioning, and (5) action-oriented. A
closer examination of these characteristics reveals the following insights:

e  While traditional spatial planning strives for universality by attempting to integrate
almost everything, strategic spatial planning is inherently selective. It pragmatically
focuses on the issues that hold real significance, prioritizing decisions and actions
to address problems and achieve developmental aspirations. This involves concen-
trating on a limited number of strategic key-issue areas and critically assessing the
environment, often employing SWOT analyses and studying external trends, forces,
and available resources.
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e In contrast to traditional spatial planning, which operates within the framework of
“Euclidian” space, where objects and their forms take precedence [27], strategic spatial
planning seeks more relational concepts of space and place. It places emphasis on
relations and processes, incorporating the social construction of space. The social
aspect introduces another dimension to the relational character of strategic spatial
planning. Unlike traditional spatial planning, which often leans toward technocratic
tendencies with authorities as the primary decision-makers, strategic spatial planning
is more inclusive of citizens and citizen groups. This pluralistic and democratic
approach involves identifying and involving major actors from public and private
spheres, reflecting their diversity. A key goal of strategic spatial planning is to facilitate
agreements and organize actors to exert their influence in various areas.

e Traditional spatial planning typically focuses on integrating objects and functions,
while strategic spatial planning considers the process as well. It strives for both vertical
and horizontal integration between different levels and parts of government, address-
ing a gap often present in traditional spatial planning. Strategic spatial planning aims
to move beyond compartmentalized approaches, encouraging different departments,
agencies, and actors to collaborate rather than compete for power (horizontal integra-
tion). It also supports causal linkages between global, national, regional, and local
changes (vertical integration).

e In technical terms, a distinctive difference between strategic and traditional spatial
planning lies in the role of the master plan. While traditional spatial planning often
relies on a fixed master plan that envisions the final desired state of space in a pre-
determined future [28], strategic spatial planning leans toward creating visions of
possible futures and the means to achieve them. Visioning in strategic spatial planning
encapsulates and represents values and meanings for the desired future rather than a
predetermined, fixed state of the planned place.

e Additionally, while traditional spatial planning is frequently centered around pro-
ducing plans as a reaction to spatial problems or as tools to define the desired future,
strategic spatial planning places significant emphasis on the actions needed to achieve
the desired future. Therefore, strategic spatial planning has the potential to actively
drive change by influencing the practical definition, actions, and rationale of a pol-
icy [25]. Verweij et al. [29] similarly argue that spatial planning should not seek
perfect solutions for uncertain, complex, and normative problems but rather search
for just-viable solutions, which are less perfect but responsive to different rationalities.

Strategic spatial planning, as a discipline, aims to integrate resources and skills that
enhance traditional planning tasks [30]. In addition to incorporating new tools for land-
use regulation, service management, and urban maintenance, there are explicit efforts
to streamline bureaucratic processes. This includes the introduction of new activities
traditionally outside the realm of spatial planning apparatus, such as supporting public-
private partnerships [25,31].

2.2. Territorial Governance

According to Hersperger et al. [32], the global implementation of the neo-liberal
policy agenda since the 1980s has shifted the focus of urban planning toward promoting
economic development, diminishing its traditional role in regulating land and guiding
future development. This draws a distinction between the intentions expressed in the
plans on the one hand and the means of implementation of the plans through the processes
of governance on the other hand. The actual change in space thus happens not merely
through spatial information expressed in plans but also through territorial governance and
other external conditions.

The concept of governance typically encompasses the dynamic interaction among the
state, market entities, and civil society in policy processes. This reflects a transformative
trend since the 1990s, transitioning decision-making from predominantly state actors to an
increased involvement of non-state actors [20]. This shift implies a departure from the once
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state-dominated governance characterized by clear hierarchical and bureaucratic structures
and procedures. Instead, governance now involves diverse actors with overlapping com-
petencies [33]. Within this framework, the relationships and linkages among these actors
assume importance for facilitating successful development.

Governance, concerning territorial development, seeks to foster endogenous territorial
growth across various scales by establishing new connections among institutions, actors,
and their interests [20,34]. Territorial governance has become crucial in efforts to move
beyond conventional spatial planning and policy implementation methods, which, despite
theoretical frameworks, often struggle to monitor the critical elements required for suc-
cessful plan implementation [32]. Governance is perceived as more than just a process
of formulating plans; it is an active endeavor wherein plans are not only created but also
effectively utilized to achieve urban development goals [35-37].

Embedded within the interplay among supra-national, national, regional, and local
governmental levels, territorial governance becomes multi-level, extending not only across
different spatial scales but also encompassing various jurisdictions, boundaries, and orga-
nizational structures. Hooghe and Marks [38] delineate two distinct types of multi-level
arrangements. The first type is characterized by a general-purpose and non-intersecting
membership, a limited number of levels, and a system-wide fixed structure. The second
type, on the other hand, is marked by task-specificity, intersecting memberships, an un-
limited number of levels, and a flexible design with terms of internal structure, making it
better suited for ad hoc and informal tasks. While this typology serves analytical purposes
effectively, real-world practice indicates that the nature of governance is decisively shaped
by the context of the specific territory or place.

As demonstrated by Nunes Silva and Syrett [39] in their analysis of Lisbon, governance
regimes exhibit a distinctive historical and geographical specificity. The trajectory of their
evolution is influenced by a complex interplay of global forces, the state’s role and structure,
and political dynamics at the levels of the city, region, and municipality. The evolutionary
process may not consistently yield positive outcomes in terms of governance. If it takes
an unfavorable direction, it has the potential to significantly impede the territory’s ability
to address strategic spatial development challenges in a comprehensive, coordinated, and
inclusive manner.

As territorial governance is intricately tied to specific contexts, a singular defini-
tion of what constitutes good territorial governance is elusive. Nevertheless, there is
a consensus on fundamental aspects that contribute to effective territorial governance.
These include the coordination of diverse interests, active involvement and collaboration
among key stakeholders, encompassing the public, acknowledgment of various forms
of knowledge, adaptability in processes, accountability, and the presence of recognized
leadership [20,40,41]. Based on the review of several European cases of territorial gover-
nance, Davoudi and Cowie [42] propose to take into account at least two aspects when
evaluating the (un)successfulness of territorial governance: process (the inputs) and the
substance (the outcomes). They claim that a set of guiding principles exists, which can offer
insights into evaluating specific governance practices at a given time and location are the
following [42]:

Coordination of actions and distribution of competencies at different territorial levels.
Establishment of cross-sector synergies, fostering cooperation among sectoral depart-
ments, public, private, and civil society sectors.

e  Mobilization of stakeholder participation through the provision of relevant insights
and opportunities to shape the design of territorial governance processes.

o  Flexibility in response to the changing context, incorporating various learning and
feedback mechanisms to reflect on and continually adapt previous ideas.

e  Recognition of space as a socio-spatial construct with a diversity of notions regarding
the concrete territory/place, rather than treating it solely as a physical entity.
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All these dimensions are always interdependent and relational as well as adjusted to
the nature of a concrete space, however, if well incorporated into territorial governance,
such governance can “work in favor of particular territory/place” [42] (p. 53).

2.3. Strategic Spatial Planning and Territorial Governance

The blurring of sectoral boundaries and the increasing interdependence between
the public and private sectors, reflecting a trend of “destatisation” in recent decades, has
seen a transition in the role of the state and other authorities. This shift moves away
from direct management toward functions of regulation, coordination, and facilitation.
Consequently, there is a move from government-centric approaches to governance, with
power diffused across intricate networks. This complexity is particularly challenging to
navigate within the diverse territorial scales addressed by spatial planning [43,44]. In
light of these transformations, both traditional spatial planning and project-based spatial
planning are no longer adequate. Instead, a more effective solution has emerged in the
form of strategic spatial planning aligned with governance principles.

In the context of diminished institutional power, the governance principles employed
in strategic spatial planning prove effective in balancing public and private interests. This
enhances the governing system’s agility to respond swiftly and adapt flexibly, mobilizing
a broader array of resources within the rapidly changing socio-economic landscape of
contemporary cities and territories [45]. This underscores the necessity for a cohesive and
coordinated integration of strategic spatial planning and territorial governance. Planning,
without the support of governance, struggles to effectively address present-day challenges.
Similarly, governance, lacking visionary reflections and strategic spatial planning, becomes
mere cross-sectoral coordination lacking clearly defined goals and destinations [21].

In the intricate and rapidly urbanizing modern world, the coordination between
planning and governance is increasingly crucial. The policies of planning and governing
are intricately interdependent, making it imperative to establish governance arrangements
that recognize and accommodate these interdependencies [46].

3. Methodology

The analytical assessment of strategic spatial planning in Ljubljana and the governance
of the city, particularly the factors considered instrumental in Ljubljana achieving the title
of European Green Capital, adopts a qualitative approach and draws insights from various
sources. This study represents a case examination of sustainable innovation concepts and
approaches, emphasizing the interdisciplinary nature of sustainable innovation within a
post-socialist capital city.

The evaluation of strategic spatial planning involves the separate analysis of (a) the
planning process and (b) the content of strategic spatial planning. In scrutinizing the
planning process, a historical method is employed, tracing the timeline of events and
document publications related to the strategic spatial planning process in Ljubljana (see
Figure 2). This historical approach provides a contextual understanding of the sequence of
events that have shaped strategic spatial planning in the city.

The analysis of the content of strategic spatial planning also considered indicators of
urban environmental sustainability outlined by experts associated with the European Green
Capital Award [47]. This is important because the arrangement of the urban environment
and its planning have a significant impact on urban development and quality of life [48,49].
The European Green Capital Award serves as an illustrative tool, employing a well-defined
set of indicators to assess the environmental sustainability of a city or urban area [50,51], as
highlighted by Sviréi¢ Gotovac and Kerbler [52]. This tool focuses on long-term strategies
for a city’s future and specific strategies developed collaboratively with all stakeholders
and departments involved. The 12 indicators covering various environmental categories
of urban sustainability include: (1) climate change—mitigation and adaptation, (2) local
transport, (3) green urban areas incorporating sustainable land use, (4) nature and biodiver-
sity, (5) ambient air quality, (6) quality of the acoustic environment, (7) waste management,
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(8) water consumption, (9) wastewater treatment, (10) eco-innovation and sustainable em-
ployment, (11) energy performance, and (12) integrated environmental management [47,53].
Each indicator carries equal weight, and a panel of experts assigns scores based on data
provided by local city authorities through standardized questionnaires, determining which
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Figure 2. Strategic Spatial Planning Process of the City of Ljubljana—timeline.

Presentation of the case study, critical evaluation, and analysis of both—strategic
spatial planning and territorial governance—employed semi-structured in-depth inter-
views conducted in March 2023. In cases where face-to-face interviews were not possible,



Sustainability 2024, 16, 3332

9 of 25

questions and answers were exchanged through email. Experts from four professional
fields—spatial planning, urbanism, architecture, and management—participated in the
study, all well-versed in the processes of strategic spatial planning and governance in the
City of Ljubljana (Table 1). Their insights on the significance of certain strategic documents,
planning processes, governing approaches, and individuals (e.g., mayors, deputy mayors)
in obtaining the title of European Green Capital are integral to the content of this article.

Table 1. Structure of respondents.

Science

Code Profession Degree Employment Age Gender
Spatial .
1 MSc Public sector 50-60 Female
planner
2 Urbanist PhD Senior 70-80 Female
3 Architect MSc Public sector 50-60 Male
Manager PhD Public sector 60-70 Male

4. Strategic Spatial Planning and Territorial Governance: The Case of Ljubljana
4.1. The Case Study Background

Ljubljana boasts a rich history of successful spatial and urban planning, with a signifi-
cant turning point occurring after the 1898 earthquake when city authorities commissioned
the reconstruction’s general regulation plan. Maks Fabiani’s winning urban design com-
petition project became the cornerstone of this endeavor. Fabiani, an architect and town
planner who later earned a professorship at the University of Vienna, triumphed over
the renowned historicist architect Camillo Sitte in the competition and was subsequently
chosen by the Ljubljana Town Council as the principal urban planner [55]. The city’s
growth, particularly between the