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Abstract. Regional development and spatial planning in Croatia are organised as parallel planning 
systems regulated by different legislations and coordinated by two ministries, the development of 
which has been strongly influenced by the European Union (EU). In the last two decades, the in-
tensive development of strategic documentation on a local, regional, and national level regarding 
diverse territorial governance aspects has had extensive analytical scope but little potential for im-
plementation due to the overlapping of responsibilities and disconnected budget and implementation 
instruments. The Integrated Territorial Investments (ITI) mechanism of implementation contributed 
to the understanding of multifaceted territorial governance beyond strategic document drafting. This 
paper analyses the first phase of ITI implementation in Croatia, i.e. the processes which unified func-
tional urban areas, creating the possibility to develop joint management structures and strategies, 
integrated projects, and common participative planning models.
Key words: strategic spatial planning, urban planning, territorial governance, ITI mechanism, 
Croatian case-studies.

1. INTRODUCTION

This paper examines strategic spatial urban planning in Croatia considering the 
Regional Development Act, the new Act on the System of Strategic Planning and 
Development Management of the Republic of Croatia, as well as legislation relat-
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ed to land use planning. The authors discuss the link between traditional land use 
planning and strategic planning focusing on the impact of the ITI as an opportu-
nity in the development of strategic spatial planning. The main objectives of the 
paper are as follows: 

1.  To identify the rationales and problems of strategic planning in Europe and 
Croatia,

2.  To outline the missing link between strategic urban planning and land use 
planning in Croatia in comparison with other countries,

3.  To explain how the ITI started and how it has evolved in urban areas/ag-
glomerations in Croatia,

4.  To finally discuss the lessons learned from the previous programming 
period.

All four objectives are mutually intertwined and tackled in the paper, as are 
regional development, urban development, strategic planning, and the ITI mech-
anism in Croatia. The authors showcase the impact of EU policies on the devel-
opment of territorial governance models and outline specific lessons learned from 
the implementation process. Likewise, the article provides an overview of stra-
tegic planning in Europe and Croatia to avoid possible future shortcomings and 
build upon the transferability of results in the changing contexts of other countries 
of the Western Balkan Region. Thus, Zagreb and Zadar are presented and com-
pared as two urban areas with different characteristics (geographical, demograph-
ical, political, social, etc.). 

1.1. Methodology

The methodology comprises a thorough review of literature and legislation re-
lated to strategic and spatial planning, urban planning, territorial governance, 
and ITI. Relevant data was collected on European, national, and sub-national 
levels (office research methods), while informal interviews with public servants 
and officials in the sector of strategic planning and ITI implementation were 
conducted and used as input in the research. The process included relevant ac-
tors on the national level but more importantly actors at the local level directly 
involved in implementation activities with extensive experience in the field. The 
authors’ expertise in the field of sustainable urban development and spatial pol-
icies in various territorial development issues, with a specific focus on sustaina-
ble urban development and territorial cohesion (including great involvement in 
the preparation and implementation of the ITI mechanism), proved crucial for 
understanding the connections and (missing) links in the system. Preliminary 
conclusions had been discussed in another round with the interviewees before 
the final conclusions were made.
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Fig. 1. Methodological and analytical illustration
Source: own work.

2. STRATEGIC URBAN DEVELOPMENT PLANNING AND TERRITORIAL 
GOVERNANCE 

The concept of governance has been the focus of academic debates in recent dec-
ades, the shift from government to governance, in particular. Governance refers to 
the emergence of overlapping and complex relationships, involving “new actors” 
that are external, who are not only professional politicians, and the term govern-
ment refers to the dominance of (state) power organised within a traditional hier-
archy (Painter and Goodwin, 1995).

Territorial governance can be defined as the process of organisation and coor-
dination of actors to develop territorial capital in a non-destructive way in order 
to improve territorial cohesion at different levels (Davoudi et al., 2008) and this 
paper mostly focuses on the level of urban areas and agglomerations.

Strategic spatial planning in Western countries started to evolve in the 1960s 
and 70s to a system of comprehensive planning, while the shift from urban and re-
gional planning practices to focusing on projects occurred in the 1980s. The focus 
was particularly on projects regarding the revival of rundown parts of cities and 
regions, and on land-use regulations (Albrechts, 2004). This paragraph is a terse 
summary of EU territorial and urban planning approaches in recent decades.

Land-use planning can be defined as the proposed use of land according to 
policies and regulations. At the EU level, it mainly focuses on municipalities or 
functional urban regions. Traditional land-use planning controls land use through 
a zoning system. It regulates land use and directs development by enabling de-
sirable activities and ensuring that undesirable development does not occur (Al-
brechts, 2004). However, there is a gap between strategic and traditional land-use 
planning which we shall discuss in more detail later in the text. 

Strategic spatial planning (SSP) focuses on a limited number of strategic key 
issue areas and has a critical approach to the planning area with a detailed anal-
ysis of resources, potentials, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (Bryson and 
Roering, 1988; Poister and Streib, 1999). It identifies stakeholders, considers deep 
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involvement during the planning process and develops a long-term vision (Hea-
ley, 1997). Moreover, strategic spatial planning designs plan-making structures 
(Mintzberg et al., 1998) and develops decision frameworks for influencing and 
managing spatial change (Faludi and Van der Valk, 1994; Healey, 1997). It is 
focused on objectives, priorities, actions, and projects with measurable results 
(Faludi and Korthals Altes, 1994). According to Albrechts (2004), new, ‘alter-
native’ strategic planning is a democratic, open, selective and dynamic process 
that envisions and frames problems, challenges, and short-term actions within 
a revised democratic tradition. 

Furthermore, SSP’s new syntax in is sustainable development that is linked to 
the Cohesion (regional) policy of the EU with an aim to achieve a balanced devel-
opment. It emphasises the need for change in formulating development guidelines 
and policies through an integrated approach to use limited resources in the most 
optimal way. In the 2014–2020 programming period the importance of territorial 
cohesion has been recognised, a  fact which led to the articulation of territorial 
cohesion aiming to strengthen the specifics of each area. Development specifics 
of the European territory and the territorial dimension are important in achieving 
the Europe 2020 strategy goals. Thus, the Territorial Agenda 2020 (TA 2020) was 
elaborated as a document emphasising the need for integrated, polycentric and 
balanced territorial development, as well as the role of cities as its generators. The 
TA 2020 transformed the perspective of competitive and sustainable Europe to the 
concept of smart and sustainable Europe. Therefore, the economic policy has be-
come more important than spatial planning, which indirectly caused the decrease 
in regional disparities. The 2030 TA follows this direction (Geppert, 2021). In 
addition, since the majority of the EU’s population lives in urban areas (including 
functional regions and peri-urban areas), their significance in development plan-
ning has also been recognised through The European Urban Agenda. The need for 
this new and integrative approach was recognised already in 1999 in the European 
Spatial Development Perspective (ESDP), a  document representing the spatial 
development policy framework. Some of the main goals of the ESDP refer to the 
development of polycentric and balanced urban systems and strengthening part-
nerships between urban and rural areas. 

Strategic urban development planning cannot solely consider the planning of 
cities, but has to encompass wider urban areas and zones shaped through strat-
ification of historical and spatial processes merging into one another. Although 
these urban areas are common in Europe, Albrechts (2000) conveyed relevant 
questions in relation to polynucleated urban areas.1 The harmonisation of devel-

1  Can spatial planning contribute to Polynucleated urban areas (PUR) development? Does a PUR 
really perform as a functional unit? According to the criteria used (morphology of settlement pattern, 
population density, commuter flows, general traffic patterns, etc.), a different picture may emerge 
(Albrecht, 2000).
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opment processes of city centres and their functional areas leads to cooperative 
advantages and multiplier effects at the regional, national, and international levels. 
(Kaczmarek and Kociuba, 2017). As stated above, complex urban areas comprise 
of different social, administrative, and economic structures with unclear bounda-
ries in need of collective solutions for various problems connected to management 
and spatial planning. Since it is a relatively new concept, some organisational and 
administrative problems and discrepancies can occur, as it is the case in some 
countries with more than two administrative levels. Thus, Kaczmarek and Ko-
ciuba (2017) have considered the management of functional areas of large cities 
as the greatest and most difficult challenge which the public policy and territorial 
management face. 

Traditional land use planning seems unfit for solving the complexity of planning 
the development of urban areas and there is a need for a different type of planning 
aimed at intervening more directly, coherently and selectively in social reality and 
development (Albrechts, 2001). This new SSP can be considered as a clear shift 
from traditional land-use planning to a process providing opportunities to debate 
relevant topics.2 Tasan-Kok et al. (2019) have discussed how contemporary urban 
planning dynamics are based on negotiation and contractual relations creating 
fragmented planning processes, whereas according to Piere (1999) the changing 
forms of governance have been transforming urban planning towards a process 
that exploits various managerial instruments. Other authors also argue that the 
SSP is not a well-defined process, rather a framework for: (a) different approaches 
to planning3 (Persson, 2020), and (b) a  set of ‘concepts, procedures, and tools 
that must be tailored carefully to whatever situation is at hand’ (Albrechts, 2004). 
According to Healey (2009) the significance of strategic planning lies in shaping 
future development trajectories that include understanding current societal trends 
and what is desirable, possible and at stake. Hence, SSP borrows concepts and 
methods developed in business management (see Mintzberg, 1994) and by fo-
cussing on local and regional economic growth it makes cities or municipalities 
attractive for inward investment.

In recent years, there focus has increased on the programming of financial op-
erations from EU Structural Funds to the specific role of cities and their functional 
areas, especially through ITI. ITI is discussed in more detail further in the text, as 
it is closely related to strategic planning in Croatia.

2  Visions, key questions, selectivity, dialogue, diversity, networking, contextuality, creation of vi-
sion and frameworks, mobilising, institution-building, and action-orientation are key elements of 
this approach (Albrechts, 2001).
3  In his paper, Persson (2020) summarised the findings of other spatial planners and stated that 
a strategic plan should be able to change and provide a common frame of reference. It should re-
frame institutionalised thinking and challenge current practices, have the purpose to manage an un-
certain future, and give guidance on what to do with a long-term vision through selecting priorities.
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3. PLANNING SYSTEMS AND STRATEGIC URBAN DEVELOPMENT 
PLANNING IN CROATIA 

In 1997, the European Commission published the Compendium of Spatial Plan-
ning Policies and Systems in the European Union, in which spatial planning sys-
tems were grouped into four categories according to the planning tradition.4 That 
classification was updated in 2006. However, it is still difficult to make a clear 
distinction between the categories. Nadin and Stead (2008) have stated that there 
is a convergence of today’s planning systems due to social changes that occurred 
in the process of transition and Europeanisation. This is especially true for the 
countries of Central, South-eastern, and Eastern Europe.

Urban planning in Croatia during the second half of the 20th century (in the 
socialist regime) could be divided into five phases over which urban planning ex-
perienced decentralisation from the federal to the communal level, advancements 
in public participation, and the involvement of environmental considerations in 
the decision-making process.5 Frequent changes and reforms of urban planning 
acts had a great impact on the system and resulted in practicing planning in ev-
er-changing conditions. After its introduction in 1949, the general urban plan has 
remained the main document of urban planning to date.6 Furthermore, the detailed 
urban plan has also been an important legacy of socialist planning. It is interesting 
that socialist planners cultivated active engagement with western planning theo-
ries and methods, so Croatian planning was in line with Western Europe and the 
USA, and the public participation and environmental concerns were introduced 
(at least on paper) at the same time as in other western countries. However, mul-
ti-disciplinarity was delayed by several decades and one could ask whether it is 
being practiced today at all. Another important remnant of the socialist system 
are legal urban planning procedures and tools that are still being used in modern 
Croatia (Tandarić et al., 2019).

The current Croatian planning system is determined by the Physical Planning 
Act (Official Gazette, 153/13, 65/17, 114/18, 39/19, 98/19) and its by-law acts. 
Following the principle of an integrated approach based on a comprehensive view 
of the use and protection of space and an organised hierarchical system (national, 

4  (1) Regional approach to economic planning, (2) comprehensive integrated approach, (3) land-use 
management, and (4) tradition of urbanism. (COMPENDIUM OF SPATIAL PLANNING POL-
ICIES AND SYSTEMS IN THE EUROPEAN UNION, European Commission, Brussels, 1997)
5  (1) Early socialist urban planning (1944–1949), (2) the period of early planning legislation (1949–
1961), (3) the period of the first republic urban planning legislation (1961–1973), (4) the period of 
“2000” plans (1973–1980) and (5) the period of non-expansive urban planning (1980–1991) (Tan-
darić et al., 2019).
6  Apart from of the 1970s when it was called an urban plan, but was equated with the GUP adopted 
in both earlier and later decades (Tandarić et al., 2019).
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regional, and local spatial plans), the Croatian spatial planning system can be con-
sidered as the model of a comprehensive integrated approach. Land-use planning 
can be considered an integrated and qualitative way of planning with the location, 
intensity, and the form of land development required for the predefined functions 
such as housing, industry, recreation, transport, society, agriculture, etc. (Chapin, 
1965; Cullingworth, 1972).

As different acts define different forms of planning, several ministries are re-
sponsible for their implementation (Table 1).

Table 1. Main administrative structure for planning system in Croatia

Sector Name Institution
Physical/spatial 
planning

Physical planning act (OG 153/13, 
65/17, 114/18, 39/19)

Ministry of physical planning, 
construction and state assets

Strategic 
planning/
development

Regional development act (OG 
147/14, 123/17, 118/18)

Ministry of regional development 
and EU fundsThe act on the system of strategic 

planning and development of the 
Republic of Croatia (OG 123/17)

Post-earthquake 
reconstruction 

The act on reconstruction of 
buildings damaged by earthquakes 
in the area of the City of Zagreb, 
Krapina-Zagorje county andd 
Zagreb County (OG 102/20)

Ministry of physical planning, 
construction and state assets

Source: own work.

3.1. Physical/spatial planning

The Physical Planning Act of the Republic of Croatia regulates the spatial plan-
ning system and it is the legal framework for the implementation of spatial plan-
ning as a multidisciplinary profession.7 The integration of activities and the need 
for space into spatial plans is considered a common responsibility of various pro-
fessions through direct or indirect participation. The spatial planning system is 
linked to territorial organisation, with the exception of areas whose boundaries 
are determined on the basis of natural, cultural, historical, and economic values. 
According to the Act, there are three main levels on which decisions are made for 

7  It regulates the objectives, principles and subjects of spatial planning, monitoring of the situation 
in space and spatial planning, spatial planning conditions, etc. (The Physical Planning Act of Repub-
lic of Croatia, Official Gazette153/13, 65/17, 114/18, 39/19, 98/19).
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each level, i.e. efficiency, expertise, and enforcement.8 On the regional/local level, 
the ministry oversees representative bodies, while governing bodies plan enforce-
ment. The relationship between the spatial planning system and other adminis-
trative areas (sectors) is regulated by special laws making it more challenging to 
establish an effective vertical and horizontal cooperation. 

3.2. Strategic planning/development

Strategic planning in Croatia is mostly defined by two acts. In the Croatian territo-
ry, there are numerus developmental processes. To coherently manage these pro-
cesses, the Regional Development Act was adopted in 2014.9 Among other things, 
the Act regulates the domain of strategic development planning in urban agglom-
erations, and in larger or smaller urban areas. The Croatian population of around 4 
million is mostly gathered in cities and four largest ones10 have more than a quar-
ter of the country’s total population. To stimulate the development of all parts of 
the country, laws and by-laws have been enacted, prescribing the development 
of strategic development documents for the purpose of implementing regional 
development policy. Lower-level strategic development documents thus became 
an important tool for development management at the regional and local levels, 
as well as the basis for identifying projects for funding from EU funds. The Act 
regulates the objectives and principles of regional development management of 
Croatia, regional development policy planning documents, bodies responsible for 
regional development management, the assessment of the level of development 
of local and regional self-government units, the manner of determining urban and 
assisted areas, encouraging the development of assisted areas, implementation, 
monitoring and reporting on the implementation of regional development policy 
to make the most efficient use of EU funds. It focuses on sustainable development 
by creating conditions that enable all parts of the country to foster competitive-
ness. The above-mentioned act introduced the concept of urban areas in Croatia 
and defined three new territorial categories: urban agglomerations, and larger and 
smaller urban areas. Therefore, the biggest urban centres are four urban agglomer-
ations, while the larger urban areas are 10 cities with more than 35,000 inhabitants 

8  The Parliament and the Government of the Republic of Croatia (RoC) oversee the adoption of 
spatial plans; experts within the Ministry responsible for Physical Planning, other national adminis-
tration bodies, professional governing bodies such as physical planning institutes and legal entities 
and licensed architects are responsible for the expertise and putting plans in action is again managed 
by the Ministry responsible for Physical Planning (The Physical Planning Act of Republic of Croa-
tia, Official Gazette 153/13, 65/17, 114/18, 39/19, 98/19).
9  With amendments in 2017 and 2018. (The Regional Development Act of the Republic of Croatia, 
Official Gazette 147/14, 123/17, 118/18).
10  Zagreb, Split, Rijeka, and Osijek.
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and are not included in urban agglomerations. Smaller urban areas are 19 other 
settlements that have more than 10,000 inhabitants or are administrative centres 
of their counties (2011). All urban areas may, with the prior consent of their rep-
resentative bodies, include neighbouring self-government units with whom they 
form functional units. 

The Act on the System of Strategic Planning and Development Management 
of the Republic of Croatia regulates the system of strategic planning of Croatia 
and the management of public policies, e.g. preparation, drafting, implementation, 
reporting, monitoring of implementation and effects, and evaluation of strategic 
planning acts for the formulation and implementation of public policies prepared, 
adopted, and implemented by public bodies. The system is based on the principles 
of accuracy and completeness, efficiency and effectiveness, responsibility and 
focus on results, sustainability, partnership, and transparency.11 Strategic Plan-
ning and spatial planning systems in Croatia exist within two separate regulatory 
frames. Spatial planning is defined by the Physical Planning Act, while strategic 
planning is defined by the Act on the System of Strategic Planning and Develop-
ment Management and the Regional Development Act. Despite different laws, 
strategic and spatial planning must be harmonised.12 Although both systems have 
balanced and sustainable development stated as a goal, they remain defined by 
different regulatory and institutional frames. The problem of implementing ur-
ban renewal in Croatia is evident in the impossibility to implement complex city 
projects, which is partly a result of the nature of land-use planning system and its 
traditional limitations. In short, it does not express what it needs, but states what 
it does not want (Albrechts, 2002). 

Other local administrative units in Croatia are not required to develop strategic 
development documents but they mostly follow the directives of Regional Devel-
opment Act of the Republic of Croatia and the Act on the System of Strategic Plan-
ning and Development Management of the Republic of Croatia, and develop their 
own local strategic documents. The Ministry of Regional Development and EU 
Funds (MRDEUF) is responsible for implementing regional development policy, 
which means a comprehensive and coordinated set of goals, priorities, measures, 
and activities aimed at stimulating long-term economic growth and overall quality 
of life in accordance with the principles of sustainable long-term development 
to reduce regional disparities. The 2030 National Development Strategy (NDS) 
should steer the development of Croatia until 2030 and the purpose of the NDS 

11  The Act on the System of Strategic Planning and Development Management of the Republic of 
Croatia, Official Gazette, 123/17.
12  The Regional Development Act states that the basic starting points for the preparation of devel-
opment strategies are spatial plans at the local, regional, and national levels (Regional Development 
Act, Official Gazette, 147/14, 123/17, 118/18) while the Act on the System of Strategic Planning and 
Development Management of the Republic of Croatia (Official Gazette 123/17) in Article 31 states 
the need for mutual harmonisation of strategic planning acts and spatial plans.
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is to set a clear long-term vision for the country providing a strategic guidance to 
all development policies and lower-ranking strategic planning documents. While 
documents with extensive visions had been produced in Croatia in the past, this 
is the first time that the government has decided to employ a comprehensive and 
evidence-based process using a participatory bottom-up approach. Additionally, 
the analytical underpinning prepared for the NDS has been used by MRDEUF in 
the programming of the 2021–2027 European Union period. 

Furthermore, a territorial approach to development is aimed at increasing the 
competitiveness of the economy. Strategic development documents are an op-
portunity to direct the development of a particular environment through the im-
plementation of activities, programs, and projects, and to create positive long-
term socio-economic effects in an area. As in foreign examples (some of which 
are mentioned in this paper), strategic documents contain an analysis, identify 
development directions (goals, priorities), and define the measures and activi-
ties that will be implemented to achieve the set goals. There is a  link between 
planned activities (projects) and local, regional, national, or EU funding. Few 
documents have been developed since the adoption of the new Act and in most 
cases, strategies are still just a “wish list”, as they are not clearly linked to budget 
planning. Croatia is still far from a developed system of strategic planning that 
ensures strong cross-sectoral coherence of strategic goals and priorities, moni-
tors the achievement of goals, and has mechanisms for taking corrective actions 
(when deviations are identified) or reformulating goals (when required) (Bajo and 
Puljiz, 2017). The law on strategic planning seeks to strengthen strategic plan-
ning and management of public policies through a harmonised system of planning 
and preparation, development, implementation, and monitoring and evaluation 
of implementation success. This is still not the case. Numerous strategic plan-
ning documents are still divided into several categories.13 There are three kinds 
of documents: long-term, mid-term and short-term, divided further into develop-
ment plans and implementation programs. Likewise, it is important to note that 
the quality of strategic planning at the local and regional levels is dependent on 
a large number of local and regional self-government units mainly lacking human 
resources or development potential for serious strategic planning. 

3.3. ITI as a planning instrument in urban areas 

The strengthening of the mechanisms for the territorial coordination of interven-
tion and management in functional areas in the current perspective manifests it-
self in the establishment of a new EU tool of the cohesion policy such as Inte-

13  Those are: (a) of national importance, (b) of local and county importance, c) related to the EU 
economic governance framework, and (d) related to planning the use of EU funds.
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grated Territorial Investments (ITIs) under the Common Strategic Network. ITI 
implementation was optional and those who are doing so are implementing it 
differently. In fact, it is an integrated strategic approach addressing economic, 
environmental, social, climate, and demographic challenges in urban areas that 
considers the needs and simultaneously promotes urban-rural links by improving 
cooperation between cities and their surroundings, creating partnerships between 
different stakeholders, and reducing disparities within urban areas. Thus, a key 
feature of the ITI mechanism is parallel emphasis on sectors and territorial integ-
rity (Katurić et al., 2016). 

4. FUNCTIONAL URBAN AREAS IN CROATIA – ITI IMPLEMENTATION

The Regional Development Act prescribed the obligation to prepare county devel-
opment strategies and also urban area development strategies as a prerequisite for 
using ITI funds to strengthen the role of cities as drivers of economic development 
and to promote territorial governance – a place-based approach, partnership, and 
participatory planning. The new approach to territorial development in Croatia is 
implemented as part of the use of the ITI in seven largest cities with the capacity 
and needs to implement projects under this mechanism – Zagreb, Split, Rijeka, 
Osijek, Zadar, Slavonski Brod, and Pula. The cities have formed urban agglom-
erations or urban areas with their surroundings on the basis of functional connec-
tions, and the main goal was to facilitate the implementation of territorial develop-
ment strategies. The support for these areas is to be programmed by an integrated, 
inter-sectoral territorial strategy – the ITI (Urban agglomeration/area) Strategy. It 
is comprehensive and enables the execution of territory-based integrated projects 
to solve complex development problems, as well as to more efficiently exploit the 
specific potential of the urban areas.14 To summarise, the process of preparation 
for the ITI implementation included:

1.  The establishment of urban areas/ agglomerations and partnership councils, 
2.  The preparation of urban development strategies, 
3.  The preparation of tender documentation for calls for selection of projects 

financed through the ITI mechanism, and
4.  Implementation.

14  The Republic of Croatia has EUR 345,351,269.00 available for the implementation through 
the ITI of which EUR 303,351,269.00 from the European Regional Development Fund and the 
Cohesion Fund within the Operational Program Competitiveness and Cohesion (OPCC) and EUR 
42,000,000.00 from the European Social Fund within the Operational Program Effective Human 
Resources (OP EHR).
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4.1. The establishment of urban agglomerations/areas and partnerships

To define the coverage of an urban agglomeration, mandatory criteria were pre-
scribed based on the share of at least 30% of employed daily migrants who mi-
grate to the central city of the urban area/agglomeration, which is in line with 
the criteria used by European Statistical Office (EUROSTAT). Additional criteria 
included shared development resources (natural or infrastructural) and the exist-
ence of mutual, specific development problems and needs. The need for spatial 
continuity was also noted as a special criterion, but other factors (such as politi-
cal) resulted in some spatial inconsistencies (e.g. Rijeka, Pula) of the urban areas. 
The boundaries of the urban agglomeration have been defined on the basis of the 
administrative boundaries of local self-government units (cities and municipali-
ties) that are part of urban agglomerations. There are many differences in urban 
agglomerations and urban areas in Croatia. We will briefly compare Zagreb and 
Zadar urban areas to showcase some of them. 

Fig. 2. Zagreb Urban Agglomeration
Source: own work.

The Zagreb Urban Agglomeration, along with the City of Zagreb as the centre 
of the agglomeration, includes 29 local self-government units, 10 cities and 19 
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municipalities in three counties.15 The average population density is over 370 in-
habitants / km², which indicates a high concentration of people and goods.

Fig. 3. Zadar Urban Area
Source: own work.

The City of Zadar is the largest Croatian city with more than 35,000 inhabit-
ants. The Zadar Urban Area includes two cities and 13 other municipalities in the 
Zadar county.16 Average population density is 143.1 inhabitants/sq. km, which is 
almost twice as many as the Croatian average. That corresponds to a usually high-
er density in urban areas relative to the overall territorial average.

Moreover, the Partnership Council is a very important body in strategic plan-
ning and preparation process in ITI. Both Zagreb and Zadar (as well as others) 
established partnership councils as an advisory bodies that participate in all phases 
of preparation and implementation of the development strategy. Every local unit 
within an agglomeration scope has its representative in the Partnership Council, 

15  Zagreb City, Zagreb County, Krapina-Zagorje County. UAZg covers an area of 2,826.5 sq. km, 
with 1,086,528 inhabitants, slightly more than a  quarter (25.35%) of the total population of the 
Republic of Croatia.
16  UAZd covers 790 sq. km with 113,045 inhabitants.
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which follows the need for equal representation of key stakeholders from the pub-
lic, private, and civil sectors. Likewise, some urban areas have established coordi-
nation councils of mayors and deputy mayors. 

4.2. Development strategies

The strategies were made using the Guidelines issued by the Ministry of Regional 
Development and EU Funds. Databases have been formed and tracked, macro sec-
tors extensively analysed, and development problems and potentials formulated. 
In addition, a long-term vision has been defined, as well as a strategic framework 
consisting of goals, priorities, and measures. There were numerous regional dis-
parities in the contents of the strategies, but as specific objectives for EU financing 
were predefined, all strategies were steered in a  similar direction that could be 
considered as an interference in independent strategic planning. When one com-
pares the strategies, one will find that there are certain similarities in the priorities 
identified as key enablers of urban area development: (a) improving conditions 
for further economic development through a focus on high added-value branches, 
(b) improving the urban mobility system within the urban area/agglomeration, 
and (c) sustainable spatial development through revitalisation and restoration of 
brownfield areas (Table 2). 

Table 2. Comparison of the strategic goals in examined urban areas

Zagreb Urban agglomeration Zadar Urban area
Improving the quality of life, public and social 
infrastructure, and human resources 

Development of human resources and high 
quality of social facilities and services 

Development of the competitive and 
sustainable economy 

Competitive economy based on active cross-
sectoral integration

Improving environmental, nature and space 
management

Sustainable management of spatial resources 
with improved quality of urban environment 

Source: The City of Zagreb, 2017; The City of Zadar, 2016.

5. CONCLUSION AND FUTURE PERSPECTIVES

Urban agglomeration and urban area strategies are joint development documents 
based on partnership and participation of all relevant stakeholders within the terri-
torial scope. As a prerequisite for using the ITI mechanism they were initially es-
tablished using the prescribed and sometimes excessively complex methodology. 
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This was especially visible in case of the Zagreb Urban Agglomeration, since the 
regulatory framework did not entirely recognise the special status of the City of 
Zagreb as the capital, city and county. Complex three-level coordination proved to 
be a challenge itself. The experiences from the first phase of ITI implementation 
are generally positive, and strengthening partnership and cooperation proved to 
be an asset in strategic planning and ITI implementation process. Partnership has 
strengthened between different sectors (private, public, academia, and non-gov-
ernmental organisations), different self-government units, and the ministry and 
cities involved. The network that has been built through ITI implementation for 
the 2014–2020 period is a strong base for developing other initiatives, programs 
and projects not necessarily linked to this mechanism.

Furthermore, with the help of ITI, cities have gained the ability not only to 
rethink their territorial strategic planning directions, but also to directly decide 
how to use the funds within their urban areas. The organisational framework 
gave them a wider set of responsibilities, and some seized the opportunity more 
successfully than others. Urban areas were given ten specific objectives for pro-
ject financing from the EU, which had an influence on development strategies 
and priorities. In the next programming period (2021–2027), these predefined 
financing opportunities should be defined in close cooperation with the urban 
areas to meet the actual needs of ITI cities, as an adequate response to their 
challenges and needs. According to current MRDEUF information there will be 
further expansion of the ITI mechanism to a total of 14 (or even more than 20) 
cities to strengthen development centres in Croatia and thus contribute to bal-
anced regional development. However, the programming for the 2021–2027 pe-
riod is still ongoing, and alternations are expected. Nevertheless, the strategies 
were comprehensive and beyond ten ITI defined financing objectives. But when 
it comes to the implementation phase, only ready projects with prepared doc-
umentation and clear ownership could have been financed through ITI, which 
resulted in highest implementation and allocation in centres of urban areas and 
a certain feeling of injustice from smaller municipalities included in the plan-
ning process and urban areas. Also, some could ask whether projects were truly 
‘integrated’ or ‘territorial’. 

Regarding practical experiences, it is clear that the process of the implemen-
tation of the ITI mechanism in Croatia in the 2014–2020 period could be charac-
terised as long-lasting. The main reason for this was the delay in the preparation 
of the ITI structure, which partly affected the later start of the absorption of ITI 
funds from the ESF. In mid-2021 Croatia is still in the programming phase and 
it remains unclear whether the described process of new territorial governance 
units will be continued in the 2021–2027 period. It has still not been confirmed 
how many urban areas will be included in ITI, how the urban agglomerations and 
areas will be defined or what the development strategies will look like. All this is 
to conclude that some lessons are still to be learned.



162 Ivana Katurić, Sven Simov

One of the key goals of the ITI mechanism was the strengthening of the coopera-
tion of self- government units within the urban agglomeration scope. A new form of 
coordination, participation and partnership has been established, and this is the first 
visible impact of the ITI implementation. The impact has a long-term potential, and 
the first phase will be expanded with new urban agglomerations. In the 2021–2027 
period larger allocations are expected for urban development. This is an opportunity 
for connection between cities as possible beneficiaries so they can use it for best 
practice insights, exchange of ideas, and policy development. More efficient imple-
mentation of integrated projects has been the second impact of the ITI implementa-
tion. Having their own administrative units responsible for ITI implementation, cities 
had an opportunity to create calls for specific projects that responded comprehen-
sively to the needs and problems of their urban areas. This contributed to stimulating 
competitiveness and also to a better use of their resources since projects need to be 
co-financed from local budgets. ITI is an important tool in the decentralisation of 
planning but also in the implementing phase of the territorial development.

Finally, the process showed the essential need for further building of admin-
istrative capacity for strategic planning and project preparation. It is important to 
enhance the internal capacities of all stakeholders involved in strategic planning 
and implementation so they can in the best possible way contribute to developing 
strategic goals. Strategic planning is a long term and flexible process, and there-
fore it is crucial to invest in local capacities so they can be the creators of their 
progress and development.
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