Title

History, Memory and Everyday Environmentalism. The Case of New
Belgrade

Type

Article

URL

http://ualresearchonline.arts.ac.uk/8982/

Date

2015

Citation

Milic, Nela and Johnson, Charlotte and Castan Broto, Vanesa (2015)
History, Memory and Everyday Environmentalism. The Case of New
Belgrade. Sudosteuropa, Journal of Politics and Society, Environmentalism
and Green Parties, 63 (3). pp. 467-490.

Creators

Milic, Nela and Johnson, Charlotte and Castan Broto, Vanesa

Usage Guidelines
Please refer to usage guidelines at http://ualresearchonline.arts.ac.uk/policies.html or
alternatively contact ualresearchonline@arts.ac.uk.
License: Creative Commons Attribution Non-commercial No Derivatives
Unless otherwise stated, copyright owned by the author

südosteuropa

no

pp

ENVIRONMENTALISM AND GREEN PARTIES

Charlotte Johnson nela Milić
VANESA CASTÁN BROTO

History, Memory and Everyday Environmentalism.
The Case of New Belgrade
Abstract. The authors study experiences of the urban environment in New Belgrade and
argue for an understanding of how environmental movements were mobilised and mediated by urban environments. In particular, they focus on the perceptions that have emerged
through historical processes of state-driven urban development and urban appropriation
by the population when the state retreated. Today, future visions of the city-to-be intersect
with the lived reality of contradictions between memory, the production of public space, and
its marketisation. Thus by engaging with memories of the production of the urban environment the di culties faced in a empts at rede ning environmental relations within the city
are highlighted and a broader sense of what can constitute an environmental movement is
achieved.
Charlo e Johnson is a research associate at the Institute for Sustainable Resources at the
University College London.
Nela Milić is a lecturer at the Media and Performing Arts School at Middlesex University in
London and has also pursued a versatile arts and media career.
Vanesa Castán Broto is a senior lecturer at the Bartle Development Planning Unit at the
University College London.

Introduction
in this paper we argue that the growth and e ectiveness of environmental
movements in the western Balkans needs to be assessed in relation to the social,
political, and material histories in which they emerged. In line with our example
of urban development in New Belgrade (Novi Beograd) and local memories of its
construction during the socialist era as well as its reinvention in post-socialist
times we demonstrate that speci c urban histories shape today s perceptions
of both the built environment and the possibilities for environmental activism
in New Belgrade.
Mario Diani de ned environmental movements as networks that involve
individuals and organisations in collective action on the basis of a shared iden-
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tity.1 This emphasises a link between environmental movements and a rise in
environmental consciousness. From this perspective, social movements incorporate both formal organisations and instances of spontaneous protest, but they
are not reducible to either.2 Much e ort has gone into explaining the kind of
ties that characterise such networks and what makes the movements actually
move 3 However, challenges to the assumption of a universal environmental
consciousness arise from the recognition of a diversity of environmentalisms
Engaging with this diversity entails understanding environmental movements
in relation to the particular se ings in which they emerge and to practical
experiences of everyday environmentalism. Environmental politics emerges
in this context as an expression of people s relationship to their local environment it can be explored through people s interpretations of their ability to act
on or through the environment and produce areas they want to live in. This
approach focuses on local forms of civic participation rather than ideal types
of environmental movements.
Our paper emerges from within a call for theories that address the social and
cultural speci cities of Central and east european Cee contexts of everyday
environmentalism.5 Belgrade is a city archetype in which these theories can be
re ected upon in the former Yugoslavia the environmental challenges that
led to public outrage at the end of the
s posed a fundamental question to
the urbanisation and industrialisation model extolled during socialism. Urban
environmentalism in the western Balkans did not reproduce the processes of
environmental awareness in other countries.6 Rather, it has emerged in relation
to a history of local participation in the construction of urban neighbourhoods
and to Yugoslavia s violent dissolution during the
s these memories and
experiences shape citizens actions and ambitions in the contemporary period

Mario Diani the Concept of social Movement The Sociological Review
no
Christopher rootes robert Brulle environmental Movements in David a snow et al
eds the Wiley Blackwell encyclopedia of social and Political Movements hoboken nJ
h p onlinelibrary wiley com doi
wbespm
full
3 Clare Saunders, Using Social Network Analysis to Explore Social Movements. A Relational
Approach, Social Movement Studies no
Monica Di Gregorio networking
in environmental Movement organisation Coalitions interest Values or Discourse
Environmental Politics
no
Brian Doherty timothy Doyle Beyond Borders transnational Politics social Movements
and Modern Environmentalisms, Environmental Politics
no
5 Michael l smith Petr Jehlička environmental Values in Central and eastern europe
Perspectives from East and West, Czech Sociological Review
no
h p
sreview soc cas cz uploads ebbf bc e be c
a f
b
a da
pdf all
internet references were accessed on 10 September 2015.
6 William Markham environmental organizations in Modern Germany hardy survivors
in the twentieth Century and Beyond new York et al
1
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Everyday Environmentalism in New Belgrade

This article draws from insights generated through the BG LOG: Memorijalni
arhiv Beograda Memory archive of Belgrade project led by artist nela Milić
and run by Kulturklammer. Centre for Cultural Interactions, a Belgrade-based
civil society organisation with the mission to incite citizens participation and
to activate cultural resources in sustainable development through implementing diverse actions in the eld of culture in
Kulturklammer ran a series
of BG loG workshops to bring together Belgraders to reminisce about their
city s changes and to record these shared memories the project included
workshops, performances, and interviews with local residents as a means to
support community cohesion and engage citizens in the development of their
neighbourhoods. The project entailed collaboration and dialogue between
senior citizens and young people. Participants were recruited through local
secondary schools pensioners centres and word of mouth the initial phase
of the project established twelve workshops with 25 participants. The second
phase involved 100 participants in another fourteen more loosely structured
workshops. The structure of the workshops and methods applied—group and
individual interviews, discussions, narration, creative writing, practical work
with digital media were de ned in advance but the team of three researchers
was responsive to the needs and interests of the participants. A compendium of
collective memories was compiled and made available online in an interactive
map. Furthermore as a means to visually illustrate these memories images
from a digital collection created by an informal Facebook group called ‘Old
pictures of new Belgrade Stare Slike Novog Beograda) are used to underline
personal re ections in this article the group is a forum for Facebook users to
post their own photos of the area and provides an informal record of how New
Belgrade has developed.
the development of new Belgrade was a key topic in the BG loG project
Today, New Belgrade includes large residential neighbourhoods, business districts, and shopping malls, but the area had been a vacant marshland until the
end of the
s older participants who had lived through the development of
New Belgrade discussed its construction, its integration into the city as a thriving suburb and its decline in the post socialist period these re ections on the
area s evolution showed people s personal connections to the political project
of building socialism. Their memories also showed how people experienced
the decline and collapse of the socialist political economy and, in so doing,
framed contemporary perceptions of the urban environment and possibilities
to mobilise.
our analysis of the BG loG memories shows three periods of engagement
with the built environment in new Belgrade building socialism after the second
BG loG Memorijalni arhiv Beograda Mapa h p www kulturklammer org bglog
mapa .
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World War the end of socialism in the late
s and the popular movements
that have shaped the post Milošević era in the early
s the memories show
that history in uences contemporary perceptions of the urban environment
as well as opinions about what action can be deployed in the current context.
This allows us to discuss an urban politics of the built environment which provides the material basis for the establishment of civic relationships but lacks
a homogeneous shared identity and a strong capacity for action, in contrast to
Diani s de nition of social movements BG loG has been an activist project
that emphasised multiple views and identities as a means to build a collectively
owned city.
in the following we rst situate our argument in the context of debates about
mobilisation in the urban environment in the western Balkans. We then include
a partial and highly context-dependent history of citizen participation in the
construction of New Belgrade, as revealed through the personal histories from
the BG loG project thirdly we analyse contemporary perceptions of the urban
environment and how doorstep issues inspire mundane forms of environmental activism and nally we examine how memories of past actions may help
reignite a sentiment of care for the challenges posed by the need to cope with
what the neighbourhood represents today.

Mobilisation and the Urban Environment
in the Western Balkans
The political project of building socialism in postwar Eastern Europe was
bound up with processes of industrialisation and urbanisation, leading French
and hamilton to argue that socialism produced speci cally socialist urban
environments. The end of socialism has been loosely interpreted as a struggle
over environmental issues resulting from the industrialisation and urbanisation
of this period. Pavlínek and Pickles have argued that
if the velvet revolutions that swept across Cee in
were in the rst instance
struggles for democracy, they were also at root cries of desperation from people
fearful for the deterioration of the environment and their children s and their own
health.

The rapid deterioration of the environment combined with the lack of institutional capacity to address the visible problems and involve citizens in environmental decision making led to ‘a gradual groundswell of dissent over natural
richard antony French F e ian hamilton eds the socialist City spatial structure and
Urban Policy new York
Petr Pavlínek John Pickles environmental transitions transformation and ecological
Defence in Central and eastern europe london new York
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resource use and ecological pollution that would culminate in the late
s 10
What is less understood is what kind of environmental politics were played
out in urban neighbourhoods where environmental experiences were tied to
a number of mundane doorstep issues such as noise waste and the control of
access to space By the
s these civic experiences of doorstep environmental
issues were interpreted as a manifestation of the inadequacy of institutions to
distribute resources justly alongside the social impact of the contraction of the
state-managed economy.
The environment was a point of dissent within the broader call for democratisation.11 Yet when international non governmental organisations nGos
and institutions linked to the european Union ocked to the Western Balkans in
the late
s they often assumed a landscape empty of social mobilisation let
alone around environmental issues, and lamented the absence of civil society.12
international nGos advocating environmental action ran courses for would be
activists, which brought in alien concepts, such as environmental justice (the
formulation of environmental issues in relation to civil rights), which were readily adopted in the newly established environmental organisations. The work
of international nGos in the western Balkans should be commended where
their involvement in environmental action has clearly improved the wellbeing
of citizens.13 However, some commentators have pointed out that they played
a role in the reformulation of environmental policy objectives away from local
concerns imported foreign discourses obliterated the quotidian but nevertheless
e ective local experiences of grassroots mobilisation within speci c environments, to the detriment of local environmental knowledge.
Driven by the policy requirements set by the prospect of accession to the
European Union, debates on environmental mobilisation in Central and East
European countries have focused on the changing role of civil society and the
extent to which existing policies have been e ective to improve of environmental
quality the twin histories of the region ecology and environmental politics
are described in three steps related to the socialist legacy
the transition
experience and
the contemporary conjuncture and aspirations including
10 Saska Petrova, Communities in Transition. Protected Nature and Local People in Eastern
and Central europe Farnham et al
11 Joann Carmin adam Fagan environmental Mobilisation and organisations in Post
Socialist Europe and the Former Soviet Union, Environmental Politics
no
12 adam Fagan Global local linkage in the Western Balkans the Politics of environmental
Capacity Building in Bosnia-Herzegovina, Political Studies
no
13 Vanesa Castán Broto environmental Con icts research Projects and the Generation of
Collective Expectations. A Case Study of a Land Regeneration Project in Tuzla, Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Public Understanding of Science
no
Joann Carmin Petr Jehlička By the Masses or for the Masses the transformation of
Voluntary Action in the Czech Union for Nature Protection, Voluntas. International Journal of
Voluntary and Nonpro t Organizations
no

Charlo e Johnson nela Milić Vanesa Castán Broto

the lack of contemporary a ention to environmental issues in the region from
within academic debates. However, while there are some commonalities in the
countries of CEE, empirical evidence has demonstrated the need to take a nuanced view on the diversity of transformations, both because of their distinct
legacies and the way multiple transitions played out.
In the western Balkans, the socialist legacy relates to how the centralised
management of the economy and the intensity of exploitation of natural resources led to widespread pollution, on the one hand, and the extent to which
the lack of participation of citizens in government led to a generalised apathy
with regard to the environment, on the other. Western Balkan cities exemplify
the best and the worst aspects of environmental management under the socialist system as industry concentrated in cities these su ered the worst share of
environmental pollution. Simultaneously, there were extensive investments in
public transport and district heating systems. Urban form as such was tightly
controlled into compact spatial structures.15 In relation to citizen participation,
the former Yugoslavia maintained a system which existed outside the soviet
sphere of interest and, in comparison with other states in the region, it was more
open to economic competition and bo om up in governance with a speci c
variety of self-management.16 in this se ing a relatively active environmental
conservation movement developed. Carmin and Fagan argue that by the late
s a division had emerged between party sponsored environmental organisations and radical pockets of activism that linked environmental pollution to
structural problems in the political system.
as the state and the idea of Yugoslavia fell apart di erent processes shaped
civil society in Bosnia after the end of the civil war in
many nGos operated under the assumption that the con ict had destroyed any vestiges of
scienti c know how conservationism and collective action worth salvaging
from the socialist period that could be positively deployed in defense of the
environment
in serbia civil society became visible at the end of the
s
with a wave of social mobilisation that led to the fall of slobodan Milošević
International support for civil society development was channeled through
human rights organisations. Some commentators at the turn of the millennium
expressed their concerns about the extent to which internationally sponsored
nGos actually captured public sentiments although cross country research
shows that perceptions of nGos present di erent ambiguities which should

15
16

Petrova, Communities in Transition.
Petrova, Communities in Transition.
Carmin Fagan environmental Mobilisation and organisations
Fagan Global local linkage in the Western Balkans
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be read within their operating context. Yet with respect to environmental
movements, the assumption of an empty governance landscape was deployed
to the detriment of existing forms of mobilisation and environmental knowledge
that de ed the analyses of what kind of civil society is e ective in the context
of Western European countries.20 For example democratisation e orts for the
most part ‘ignored the mass organisations, state-sponsored interest groups, and
quasi independent associations in existence for many years 21
The European Union has had a central impact on the formation of environmental movements in Central and eastern europe in uencing both the topics
and the means for activism.22 Moreover the eU has not just in uenced environmental policies, but also national politics through, for example, conditionality
mechanisms.23 Joining the European Union provided impetus for mobilisation,
even in the countries in the western Balkans, where accession prospects were
rather uncertain. Yet the forms of civil society promoted by the european
Union, which are recognised in the application of tools such as environmental
impact assessment, have not provoked a move away from command and control
models of environmental management.25 Moreover western style nGos have
not mobilised a great wave of public support and, in order to survive, many
have instead become think tanks engaged in advocacy and consultancy and
moved away from grass roots work. People who were already organised in
networks and local groups felt excluded from these new forms of civil society.
These dynamics have halted political opportunities for environmental activism.26
Are there forms of environmental mobilisation outside these conventional
models of civil society an understanding of cities as shaped by everyday
urbanism focuses on urban citizens as the key agents of change in the built

Åse B Grødeland Public Perceptions of non Governmental organisations in serbia
Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Macedonia, Communist and Post-Communist Studies
no
Fagan Global local linkage in the Western Balkans
Carmin Jehlička By the Masses or for the Masses
22 Brendan hicks se ing agendas and shaping activism eU in uence on Central and
Eastern European Environmental Movements, Environmental Politics
no
23 adam Fagan eU Conditionality and Governance in Bosnia hercegovina environmental
Regulation of the Trans-European Road Network, Europe-Asia Studies
no
20
21

Pavlínek Pickles environmental transitions
Carmin Fagan environmental Mobilisation and organisations adam Fagan indraneel
sircar Compliance Without Governance the role of nGos in environmental impact assess
ment Processes in Bosnia herzegovina Environmental Politics
no
26 adam Fagan indraneel sircar environmental Politics in the Western Balkans river
Basin Management and non Governmental organisation nGo activity in herzegovina
Environmental Politics
no
25
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environment. Citizens routine actions co evolve with the urban ecologies
that sustain the city. For example, research on everyday experiences on environmental pollution in Bosnia and Herzegovina has shown how communities
mobilise using a range of resources from individual experiences of the landscape
to international discourses of environmental justice. Similarly, this mobilisation can be found in other urban areas in the western Balkans.
Burningham and Thrush argue that environmentalism does not exist as
a separate area of concern but is intricately bound up with ‘wider assessments
of local life and understandings of one s own ability to act This approach is
particularly suited to the context of Belgrade today, where broad disillusionment with the political elite and the continued economic crisis constrain the
possibilities to act. Thus, in the following section, we provide an account of
the original construction of New Belgrade, building upon the memories of individuals People s lives are tied up with the development of the district from
its conception as a symbol of socialism its con guration into a residential area
in which socialist and market mechanisms coexisted, and its further mutations
during the transition period. As we will show, shared memories of participation
in processes of urban change have created forms of activism that still resonate
with today s calls for mobilisation within the urban se ing of new Belgrade

History, Memory, Participation
and Environmental Consciousness
Radna Akcija and the Construction of New Belgrade
new Belgrade is the largest borough of Belgrade occupying an area of
hectares that is separated from the old city by the river Sava. Approximately
230,000 inhabitants live in housing estates of prefabricated buildings constructed
mainly between
and
Green space surrounds the residential buildings, and wide boulevards provide the thoroughfares for public buses, trams,
and trolley buses the buildings vary in quality with those in the peripheral
areas and near industrial zones being of lower quality than those in the central
Cf Jennifer robinson ordinary Cities Between Modernity and Development london et
al
abdoumaliq simone City life from Jakarta to Dakar Movements at the Crossroads
London et al. 2010.
Vanesa Castán Broto et al stigma and a achment Performance of identity in an
environmentally Degraded Place Society and Natural Resources
no
Vanesa
Castán Broto exploring the lay expert Divide the a ribution of responsibilities for Coal
Ash Pollution in Tuzla, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Local Environment
no
Vanesa Castán Broto symbolic Violence and the Politics of environmental Pollution science
The Case of Coal Ash Pollution in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Antipode
no
Kate Burningham Diana thrush experiencing environmental inequality the everyday
Concerns of Disadvantaged Groups Housing Studies
no
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areas.30 The construction of New Belgrade was a highly symbolic project during the socialist era, but it has been an area in continuous change. The area was
designed to house a mix of social classes, but large areas were developed for
high status groups such as the military.31 As Serbia has joined global markets
since the 2000s, large boulevards and open spaces have become sites for new
shopping centres and the neighbourhood has become the city s new central
business district.
the planning of new Belgrade began in
and from the outset was designed
to be a socialist alternative to established cities of previous political orders.32 Its
development had a ‘symbolic charge [which] greatly outweighed its practical
necessity 33 At the time, postwar Belgrade was in ruins with large numbers of
homeless, and the country had few construction materials at its disposal, and
a low level of mechanisation. Building a new socialist city ‘in the middle of
a ood plane turned resources away from e orts to repair and rebuild the old
city however the construction served another role to create and celebrate the
new Yugoslav workers Work brigades recruited from across the new federation were mobilised to provide the labour force this is how citizens rst put
themselves into the picture of rebuilding New Belgrade (Figure 1).
In the postwar period, citizen labour played a key role. It was used to create
the physical infrastructure required for industrialisation and contributed to an
o cial discourse which celebrated the superhuman abilities of idealised socialist
citizens. In the Soviet model, mass participation in manual labour was known
as shock work susan Buck Morss explained its symbolic function shock work
was executed in rushes or storms by a large manual labour force who aimed to
produce awe inducing constructions or production runs.35 The construction of
new Belgrade began during the period of soviet in uence with an initial drive
which saw 100,000 people working on the site over three years.36 For Yugoslavia
this type of project created both infrastructure and national myths about the

30 Mina Petrović Diversi cation of Urban neighbourhoods the Case study in new Bel
grade, paper presented at the European Network for Housing Research (ENHR) International
Conference ro erdam
June
31 Petrović Diversi cation of Urban neighbourhoods
32 lilijana Blagojević novi Beograd oder die hauptstadt von niemandsland Stadtbauwelt
no
english version lilijana Blagojević new Belgrade the Capital of no
City s land Art-e-Fact
h p artefact mi hr a lang en theory blagojevic en htm
33 Vladimir Kulić new Belgrade and socialist Yugoslavia s three Globalisations
International Journal for History, Culture and Modernity
no
Doi
hCM
KUli
Kulić new Belgrade and socialist Yugoslavia s three Globalisations
35 susan Buck Morss Dreamworld and Catastrophe the Passing of Mass Utopia in east
and West Cambridge Ma london
36 Blagojević novi Beograd oder die hauptstadt von niemandsland
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Figure

labour action Banovo brdo in

a month of arranging Košutnjak source

private collection of Milica Popović Milicević copyright Kulturklammer, with courtesy.

re construction of the Yugoslav nation celebrating the Yugoslav citizens who
were rebuilding their war torn country.
in
as the rst foundations of new Belgrade were being dug Yugoslavia
broke from the Soviet Union and with this break came the need to distinguish
Yugoslavia s politics By the summer of
there was a shift away from the
soviet model of shock labour towards principles of self management Yugoslav
workers unions lobbied against the rhythm and mobility of shock work surges,
and argued for more permanent employment within local areas. This move,
Unkovski Korica argues was designed to put workers councils unions at the
centre of Yugoslavia s self management system The newly invented economic
system aimed to devolve political power away from Soviet-style centralism to
smaller, local political units. The extent to which this was achieved remained
a subject of debate.
Yugoslavia continued to use volunteer working actions which sent students
and workers around the country to work on infrastructure projects. These labour brigades were o cially voluntary although participation could also be
Paul Waley, From Modernist to Market Urbanism. The Transformation of New Belgrade,
Planning Perspectives
no
Vladimir Unkovski Korica Workers Councils in the service of the Market new archival
evidence on the origins of self Management in Yugoslavia
Europe-Asia Studies
no
Milovan Đjilas the new Class an analysis of the Communist system london
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understood as mandatory, given the social and institutional pressure to participate through the
s
s and
s Youth Working actions Omladinska
Radna Akcija built infrastructural milestones such as railways motorways
and, precisely, buildings in New Belgrade. such actions took place during
holidays and brought together young people from each Republic, mixing classes,
ethnicities, urban, and rural communities to work and learn new skills.
Participation in these youth labour actions was a key part of the memories
of many BG loG participants that were interviewed through
stana who
now lives in New Belgrade, explained how participating in youth actions in
New Belgrade changed her own perceptions of landscape, in contrast to those
of her father, for example, who lamented the loss of the rural environment. For
those who lived in or near Belgrade and worked on the construction of New
Belgrade the city s changing environment provided a record of development
However, the new urban area did not erase the memories of previous rural
landscapes, which had been built over.
like stana other BG loG participants understood new Belgrade in relation
to their memories of the pre-urbanised landscape that it replaced. A married
couple Gojko and novka came from a village displaced by the development
of new Belgrade and received a at in compensation they moved in and
witnessed the dramatic change as the village became part of the city and farm
labourers became factory workers Gojko discussed the labour action from
when his unit was built, and although he himself only participated occasionally
in the action, he still remembered the celebrations that marked its completion.
He remembered all the youth in the area being drawn in to hear live music and
celebrate the end of the labour action Both stana s and Goijko s memories of
labour actions were positive, with no mention of darker experiences of exhaustion and tuberculosis which were also part of this enforced superhuman or
afterhours labour and mentioned by other participants.
Positive memories and nostalgia for this period also emerge in other publically shared personal re ections for example in the Facebook groups that share
stories of new Belgrade s construction Figures
and are taken from
a digital collection created by the Facebook group called ‘Old pictures of New
Belgrade Stare Slike Novog Beograda the group s photos capture memories of
the state s project of producing an industrialised country and the capacity of
local groups to contribute. This virtual group celebrates a sentiment of nostalgia for the Yugoslav version of socialism and for how a visible improvement
of the quality of life was achieved during that period this nostalgia celebrates
Dragan Popović Youth labor action Omladinska radna akcija, ORA) as Ideological Holiday Making in hannes Grandits Karin taylor eds Yugoslavia s sunny side a history of
tourism in socialism
s
s Budapest
Popović Youth labor action
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Figure Workers in new Belgrade pavilion
source stare slike novog Beograda Facebook group h ps www facebook com pages stare slike novog Beograda Used with permission

Figure

new Belgrade rises source stare slike novog Beograda Facebook group h ps
www facebook com pages stare slike novog Beograda Used with permission
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the best of self management and Yugoslavia s ability to steer its own developmental path independently from both the soviets and the West it overlooks the
contradictions inherent in the system and how these impacted on everyday life.
Living in New Belgrade. Experiencing Socio-Ecological Change
as Yugoslavia negotiated its position between the eastern and Western blocs
its political focus shifted onto the economy and the ability for self-management
to deliver comfortable living standards for all the
s saw political reforms
which aimed to decentralise economic management structures and be er align
political institutions with the principles of self management the
constitution introduced the concept of local community mesna zajednica) as the smallest
political unit, described as the ‘basic cell of self-management society, its social,
economic political and urban unit
These reforms meant that care for the
local environment and work in the neighbourhood became a form of political
participation although the de nition and operation of a local community as
a political unit remained vague, neighbourhoods were organised around the
concept that local services should be provided for and managed by the local
population. speci c community centres were designated as places for collective discussions. In established urban neighbourhoods these spaces had to be
carved out of existing buildings and sites, but in new neighbourhoods like those
in New Belgrade they were included in the neighbourhood layout.
the a empt to create a new social order through the built environment was
also part of the lived experiences of the BG loG participants their memories
recalled not just the labour involved in constructing New Belgrade, but also the
process of turning this new environment into a liveable neighbourhood. The
buildings were designed to support a socialist consumer society, but creating
this lifestyle required more than modernist planning and the new neighbourhoods of new Belgrade were seen as lacking an urbane quality residents in old
Belgrade, for example, felt pity for friends that went to live in New Belgrade,
as if they were expelled from the urban centre to the far other side of the river
Sava. Jelica remembered her neighbours moving out of the old centre during
the postwar period worrying that they would miss out on the city s culture
My father was a pilot and his best friend s family after he died got a at in Pavilions
[a neighbourhood in New Belgrade]. We [still] lived in the city centre […] and my
grandmother would send them a card and say on thursday i am cooking ajmokac
a serbian pepper meal come along
Marija Martinovic, Social Space, Property and Everyday Life. Common Areas in Socialist
Yugoslavia in the Production of Place Conference Proceedings University of east london
Docklands Campus
Martinovic, Social Space, Property and Everyday Life.
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Figure Creating an urban culture in new Belgrade the members of the lemon tree
band. source stare slike novog Beograda Facebook group h ps www facebook com pages
Stare-slike-Novog-Beograda. Used with permission.

Jelica s grandmother s gesture aimed at creating a tangible relationship with
the old Belgrade so residents of new Belgrade did not to miss out on the real
city in
Jelica s own family moved to new Belgrade Jelica remembered
how the area evolved from an area that had few facilities and a limited cultural
life into a more multifaceted urban environment
When I moved to New Belgrade, my whole life still revolved around old Belgrade
[…]. I continued to go to school in the city, but later a lot of things in my life
changed. In the meantime, New Belgrade got all the contents that a city should
have we even had a theatre a cinema
i arrived to new Belgrade in
And now I do not go more than two or three times a year across the Sava river [to
old Belgrade only if i have to

Jelica s account summarises the process whereby living in new Belgrade turned
the city into a neighbourhood with all the contents that a city should have
to the point that living in New Belgrade has become comparable to her life in
old Belgrade Figure
the making of new Belgrade is also manifest in people s accounts of how ats
were allocated housing allocation served both to demonstrate the state s abil-
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ity to provide for the average worker,
and to reward status groups within the
Yugoslav political economy accommodation standards in New Belgrade
were subject to public scrutiny as examples to hold the government to account. This awareness came through
in Jelica s memories of a neighbourhood called old Mercator allocated
to military personnel. The neighbourhood high rise buildings had been designed for high status citizens with four
big ats on each oor
Then Tito held the famous speech in
Split about workers and the working class and the ats were divided
diagonally so that there are eight in
each oor now the kitchen is literally
a triangle. That was mostly divided
among the workers of IMT (Industry
of Machines and Tractors). They are
really workers ats although originally] they were made to be huge,
luxurious ats

Figure
Women walking on the promenades of New Belgrade. source stare slike

novog Beograda Facebook group h ps www
facebook com pages stare slike novog Beograda. Used with permission.

New Belgrade hosted both high status group and working class people, in
a form of social strati cation that was coded in the buildings nine for example
explains the spatial distribution of urban classes
here was a labourers se lement there were police military and post o ce
employees You knew exactly who moved into each building the military had
their own buildings the police had their own the post o ce and iMt their own

This ranking process incorporated employment status and other marks of symbolic importance at the time at the same time there were a empts to construct
a classless society through the provision of standardised housing. Standardised
also meant an uncharacteristic environment, in which disorientation was possible within a familiar landscape as nine recalls

Brige e le normand the house that Market socialism Built reform Consumption
and inequality in socialist Yugoslavia eUi Working Paper MWP
h p cadmus eui
eu handle
IMT is a manufacturer of heavy machinery and previously was a large employer in
the area.
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When I moved in, I lived in [an area of] four-storey buildings—they were all the
same. [Once] my mum sent me to buy bread […] I went and I did not know how
to get back—no numbers, nothing, all the same.

a speci c variety of place a achment was created through this a empted
classlessness in an o cially classless society social structure was connected
to the workplace and experienced through the allocation of housing and the
neighbourhoods one lived and worked in For example Gojko described how
strongly his a achment to his place of work was embedded in the surrounding
area where he still lives see Figure
My rm is iMt i was eager to be around here and now it is a habit Believe me
for a short period of time, my wife and I went across the river to the old city to live
[…] but we did not like it at all. New Belgrade is urban, with wide streets, spacious,
big promenades and the big planned green surfaces aside from this last part that is
built the ghe o as they call it blocks
the other parts are wonderful
and the sava you can see us here almost every evening i even like shing we
like water the sea this sea of ours this sava river

Gojko witnessed and participated in the industrialisation and the urbanisation of his local area. The agricultural life was replaced by a factory job with
a mass produced at he represents an archetypical proletariat experience
Yet his experience was felt as a deeply unique personal one which generated
a profound but speci c a achment to his local environment in summary the
accounts show how New Belgrade moved from being a symbol of the making of
a nation to being part of the lived experiences of its residents who transformed
it into a functioning and thriving neighbourhood.

Transition and Turmoil in the 1990s
the economic crisis of the
s precipitated the breakup of the federation
and by the
s Yugoslavia dissolved into war the liberal capitalist economy
was not immediately established. Serbian sociologists have distinguished two
periods of post socialist transition in serbia the rst between
and
which is described as blocked because international sanctions prevented
serbia s economic integration into regional markets and serbian political elites
appropriated sectors of the economy. The second phase of transition started
as Milošević lost power but has gained momentum only since
when
serbia s economy started to move towards liberalisation and integration into
EU market structures.
Mladen lazić slobodan Cvejić Post socialist transformation and Value Changes of the
Middle Class in Serbia, European Sociological Review
no
Mladen lazić
serbia the adaptive reconstruction of the elites in John higley György lengyel eds elites
after state socialism theories and analysis lanham MD oxford
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Figure

sand and mud at the edge of new Belgrade source stare slike novog Beograda
Facebook group h ps www facebook com pages stare slike novog Beograda Used with permission.

These phases are visible in changes to the built environment, as previous
planning standards and norms have been replaced in the early
s tenants in socially owned housing were given the right to buy their apartments
in a move which Petrović argues was politically expedient and not subject to
public debate. such ats were initially o ered at roughly
of their market
value but by
hyper in ation had dramatically reduced their cost causing
a rush to buy By the end of
of Belgrade s socially owned ats had
been bought up. This was accompanied by a dramatic reduction in living
standards, and poverty shifted from rural areas to urban centres. On top of
this the armed con icts of the
s meant that Belgrade received an in ux
of displaced people with about 113,000 refugees registering in the city.50 The
housing shortage became chronic driven by an estimated
increase in demand. Under a war economy, political isolation and increased criminality, the
Mina Petrović Post socialist housing Policy transformation in Yugoslavia and Belgrade
European Journal of Housing Policy no
Petrović Post socialist housing Policy transformation
United nations human se lements Programme Un haBitat housing and Property
Rights in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia and Serbia, and Montenegro, Nairobi 2005,
h p unhabitat org books housing and property rights bosnia and herzegovina croatia
and serbia and montenegro
50 radoslav stevanović izbeglištvo i Demografski rast stanovništva srbije refugees and
serbia s Demographic Growth Stanovništvo nos

Charlo e Johnson nela Milić Vanesa Castán Broto

much needed new housing was provided by private marketeers in unregulated
environments described by Petovar as cowboy capitalism 51 Self-provision of
housing also rose so that the impact of citizens in urban development became
a cumulative e ect of widespread illegal construction practices Figure 52
This situation has led to visible material changes. Ilija, for example, described
the changes to the communal area in his building. He started by describing the
community room in his residential block, where he had organised games and
activities for the children of the block
this building had a room of about m2. I had organised a voluntary donation,
bought tables for ping-pong, nets, rackets, two school tables […]. When people
moved out and left old tables and chairs [I used them] […] I gathered books and
we had a library for our children from the building. We socialised there, our children and the children from other buildings, [we] read books, played ping-pong.
All until one day some rascals came, some druggies, and they took the keys to
play ping-pong and they made love on the table with some girls. When I saw that,
I went to school here to speak to the Head[master]. I asked him if he wanted to
take the ping-pong table, rackets, balls and two chess sets as a donation. I told him
that building number
was giving these things because our children go to his
school] there. I picked it all up and took it to the school.

ilija went on to link these changes with broader changes in the political economy
The big political shaking had begun [by then]. [The president of the local community] reported to the council that we had extra living space [in our building]. The
council gave the space to the heating plant and the plant gave it to a man who was
a porter there and he turned it into a at for himself and he already had a at in
th of november street and so he still lives in that at we are left without a club
in the building that is all closed

This enclosing and privatising of formerly socially owned space can be seen
at di erent scales from small storage areas to whole a ics areas that were
once used by residents were shut o and turned into private assets through
the turmoil of the
s regardless of the housing needs of those who acquired
them the porter in the example did not need it because he had another at
New Belgrade today bears witness to the impact of this turbulent period.
Wide boulevards have been narrowed as new buildings have been erected to
increase the density of neighbourhoods along with in lling there are informal
51 Ksenija Petovar the social and Political Basis of the Destruction of Belgrade s Built
environment at the Close of the th Century in sven Gustavsson ed stockholm Belgrade
Proceedings from the third swedish serbian symposium in stockholm stockholm
52 sretan Vujović Mina Petrović Belgrade s Post socialist Urban evolution re ections
by actors in the Development Process in Kiril stanilov ed the Post socialist City Urban
Form and space transformations in Central and eastern europe after socialism Dordrecht
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additions to older buildings that have changed their aesthetics and the service
provision at the neighbourhood level Green spaces have become car parks
and the heating and water infrastructure struggles to cope with the demands
of additional population. Residents of New Belgrade read into the built environment a change in social norms, and their personal accounts indicated the
continued sense of responsibility for the built environment and frustration at
not being able to act on this.
In addition to these material changes to the local area, there have been
changes in the institutions that govern social relations. The local community
has disappeared in practical terms. For residents such as Ilija, local authorities
play no role in managing neighbourhoods, which compares negatively with
their memories of life earlier on in new Belgrade
Twenty years ago we had our police, three men who were responsible for New Belgrade […] we introduced our children to them […] They sat with us in the garden,
watched how we played chess our domestic police as we called them that s gone
now now it is chaos ower pots upturned swings broken in the night thugs
turn around the containers […]. They enter the communal space, the local shop…
i complained once and i was told What s it to you old man

Dušan from the Pensioner s Club in Block explained the collapse of the Yugoslav political economy through the breakdown of the housing allocation system.
When he arrived he was o ered an opportunity to pay cash to access a at but
chose not to he explained i could have given
euros but because i was
a pilot i was waiting for a at and they foxed me People younger than me
got ats and they were not even pilots
the trans guration of the housing allocation system was perceived as a betrayal today Dušan is still living in the emergency accommodation he received
in the early
s he describes the estate as usurped by an illegitimate authority
full of crooks and thieves this is experienced through the built environment
in block
there s some Martinović guy who has built on the green space First
he said that he would build a copy shop and now he s opened some restaurant
then he installed some air conditioning units so we haven t been able to sleep for
a year now because we can t open the window ten times i ve been to his place to
complain but they aren t budging on the ma er at all We even brought in studio
B television the other day [to publicise the problem], and the man does not want
to do anything. The whole building is noisy. It stinks. So, we brought in the local
authority, but he bribed them. They come, measure, and say all is well.

Dušan explained di erent forms of social mobilisation he had spearheaded but
without being able to nd the institutional support to act upon doorstep issues
as noise and smell. His account shows the disappearance of mechanisms for
citizens to participate in the production of an equitable and high quality urban
environment.
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Figure a postcard showing images of the construction of new Belgrade the script
reads they built new Belgrade comrade brigadiers thanK YoU
source stare

slike novog Beograda Facebook group h ps www facebook com pages stare slike novog
Beograda. Used with permission.

Figure shows an image taken from the current limits of new Belgrade where
the built environment ends and the marsh environment of waterlogged sand
emerges it is an image that shows how the area s ecology became part of the
urban se ing in which new Belgraders lived the sand gured in the stories of
the BG loG participants as the representation of nothingness the materiality
of desert equally people s stories give a sense of paralysis and of the lack of
the kind of mobilisation that had led to the construction of this new city space
in the rst place the sense of pride with what was achieved contrasts with the
lack of channels to act upon their localised forms of activism BG loG showed
a declining neighbourhood that hardly corresponds with people s memories
of their own hopes for the city s future

Limits to Activism Within the Urban Environment
there is a mythical quality to the new Belgrade of memories and story telling
There is a myth of urban and rural coexistence generated by remembering how
the built environment of today was produced through processes of rapid urbanisation and industrialisation residents accounts show that the neighbourhood
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Figure

a new construction project in new Belgrade source private collection of nela Milić

is still remembered as a rural one, as if the old rural livelihoods were dormant
beneath the asphalt. In this manner, New Belgrade is constructed as an ‘onlyjust urban environment one which is still described as sandy swampy and
muddy Perceptions of the rural as uncontrollable or uncivilised are overlaid
with contemporary understandings of new Belgrade as being beyond control
but they also observe urbanisation as a transformation that required sacri ces
There, where the heating plant (toplana) is, we used to bathe. We picked bamboo
and sold it ages ago this was all under ponds from Studentski Grad (Student City)
to here, there was nothing. I even remember when it was demolished—that dam
where the railway was. All has drastically changed.

These accounts reproduce the sense of profound environmental contradictions, and a sense of nostalgia for the rural environments that enabled a closer
connection with resources such as bamboo and water. That sense of rurality,
however was never extinguished Yet the built urban environment is also
linked to another myth, one about the possibilities for citizens to shape their
own environment through collective work. Claiming these myths of collective
action through the narration and representation of memories is also a form of
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contemporary activism Figure for example a postcard shows the gratefulness to the comrade brigadiers who built the new city
The project of building New Belgrade provided a number of direct and indirect
ways of participating in the transformation of the environment. If the construction of New Belgrade achieved an urban space out of marshland, the turmoil
of the
s meant that standards of living reverted to more basic survivalist
ones. Today there is an ongoing concern that standards of living continue to fall
short. Corruption permeates all discussions about city life. Where previously
there were a variety of ways to contribute to urban spaces and civic identities,
today these institutional conditions do not exist. In the face of violence against
the urban environment, there are no arenas for urban environmentalism.
The night clubs built on moored river rafts are a metaphor of this development as they create an excruciating noise which makes life impossible for many.
new Belgrade is bounded by the sava and Danube rivers and the waterfronts
provide foot and cycle paths for the city as Belgrade s real estate market has
moved into the global economy the city s old industrial waterfronts are providing new development space for global nance But there is li le formal development on new Belgrade s banks instead cafes and bars oat in the water
Some mentioned these promenades as characterising the area, but for those
living by the river the night clubs are a nuisance. The interviewees associated
them with noise violence and forms of criminality sanctioned by Belgrade s
political elite.
Ana is a Romanian lady who arrived in New Belgrade with her oldest daughter in
and moved into a at with a terrace overlooking the sava her account of the changes, grounded in the myth of the labour actions, provided
a summary of new Belgrade s development discussed above
i remember when the youth made this beauty i remember when all was nished
and [there were] boats so we [could] go to [the island] Ada properly and not with
fear. From then on ‘til today it was beautiful, silence, we did not even use keys, or
have interphones. The children would play on the playground, clean. The mothers would call out Vesna silvana Bojan come home for lunch and now there
is silence weed grows it started thieves drug addicts disaster and then we
used interphones, all sorts of keys and feared the stranger ringing the bell. The
neighbourhood broke up no one contacts anyone today it has been like this for
about
years there is no co ee or new Years eve or caring for other people s
children […]. It is nice here now, but it is private, everyone is lonely, sad […].

this declining sense of neighbourhood is exempli ed by the con icts represented by the clubs in the river and the noise pollution
The music is terrible, believe me […]. One night I could not take it anymore. It was
very cold outside and I took a coat and went outside to see if I could at least report
them
i saw all my neighbours lights were on it was
in the morning but
no one had the courage to report it […] When I got close to some gusar [pirate], I
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got scared and thought run they will kill an old woman
my ears and prayed to God to fall asleep

i came back closed

Left without any support, whether this is at the national or local level, citizens
draw on the experience from the past system of Yugoslav socialism to challenge
the problems that manifest in their everyday lives. Addressing their problems
would mean engaging with the individuals that encroach their collective goods,
e.g. with noise, but this entails danger because such action would put them in
confrontation with those who pro t from the now established irregularities
like ana ilija referred to a sense of lost order and danger
Some order should be created, but there is no one to collaborate with, or talk to, to
come here there is no one in the local community o ce to address some president
that could react he could in uence the council president call the council sta
communal service, police […]. There is no support, everyone is afraid of everyone,
threats […] so, people withdrew.

There are many accounts of disillusionment with the state and disappointment with people who abandoned solidarity at the end of Yugoslavia but new
generations are using novel grassroots structures, whether borrowed from
Western models or not to build a desire for a di erent system to contribute to
the community. Artists are moving into abandoned community spaces, tagging
what used to be socially owned property with gra ti drawing a ention to the
potential for using the urban environment as a resource for political organisation the BG loG project is but one of numerous examples however actions
are developed very cautiously, both because they relate to an ethos which does
not correspond to the reinvented city after the transition, and because people
feel threatened by both the lack of support of current governance structures
and the pervasive corruption of authorities.
Projects like BG loG have emerged from the need to build a sense of collective capacity to intervene in changing the immediate environment. Idealised
memories of collective action such as shock work and the way New Belgrade was
transformed into a thriving neighbourhood, however selective, are employed
as a means to think what can be done in today s urban environment

Conclusion
Our analysis emerges from an approach to environmental politics that starts
exploring people s relationship to their local environment and questioning how
they understand their ability to act on or through the environment to create the
kind of areas they want to live in. We have found that this approach highlights
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local forms of civic participation that might be otherwise missed when searching
for environmental movements that match an externally de ned ideal
Urban environments are key sites for the rede nition of socio ecological
relations. Such relations emerge in the context of everyday experiences of the
city and its environment as manifested in doorstep issues.53 These doorstep
issues have worsened in the post-transition context both because of the lack
of capacity of the authorities to govern the urban environment and because of
the unsanctioned proliferation of activities that are perceived as dirty and unsafe by local residents. Residents themselves feel that they lack capacity to act
both because they lack a point of reference of an authority and because of the
sheer fear of intervening against violent groups or organised criminals. In this
context, environmental mobilisation, whatever its type, needs to be celebrated
and supported.
one way to do so is by nding a common base for environmental mobilisation in relation to people s shared histories and memories We have highlighted
people s accounts of their city as establishing the grounds for progressive
environmental action our narrative of new Belgrade s postwar evolution has
provided an overview of a number of forms of collective participation and action. We have highlighted the contrast between the labour actions and the way
the city was shaped in a subtle way by a range of practices of living in the city,
in which the city became reimagined and appropriated beyond state plans.
In New Belgrade the breakdown of the state and the collapse of possibilities
for action has been experienced through the built environment, but this also
shows how struggles to normalise relations and to improve conditions can be
mobilised in response to these infringements and absences of order. The picture
is bleak citizens have been losing public spaces their environment has been
infringed upon and they have not been able to nd spaces to act against these
developments. In this context, their memories of a past in which they intervened
in the making of the city and actively shaped their environment constitute a key
anchorage for mobilising around environmental issues.
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