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It gives me great pleasure to introduce this fi rst issue 
of Th e State of European Cities in Transition, the latest 
addition to UN-Habitat’s rapidly-expanding series of 

regional reports on the state of cities, which already include 
the African, Arab States, Asia-Pacifi c and Latin America-
Caribbean regions.

Th e current report is very timely, indeed. It gives an in-
depth overview of twenty years’ transformation eff orts by the 
23 countries and territories in northeast, central, east and 
southeast Europe that, in the early-1990s, embarked on a 
monumental transition from Socialist centrally-planned 
economies to democratic and market-based systems. As this 
report shows, the transition has been a long and winding road 
with these countries now in various phases of completing 
their reforms.

Th e European transitional nations are a varied group of 
countries. Domestic populations in 2011 ranged from 
68.9 million people in the Ukraine to as few as 632,000 
in Montenegro. National urbanization levels also varied 
signifi cantly in 2011: from 75 per cent in Belarus to 48 per 
cent in Moldova, averaging about 60 per cent region-wide. 
Th e latter fi gure would appear to indicate that the region is in 
the last phases of its urban transition. However, both recorded 
and projected fi gures indicate a trend of notable region-wide 
population declines and near stagnant urban population 
shares. Consequently, the region-wide urbanization level is 
projected to only slowly increase to 70 per cent by 2050 and, 
currently, more as a result of rural depopulation than actual 
growth of urban populations.

Th e challenges associated with this on-going historic 
political and economic transition process faced by the 
region’s more than 200 million inhabitants are enormous and 
without precedent in modern history.

 It involves, as this report shows, deeply unsettling and 
extremely complex governance reforms that aff ect all aspects 
of society.

But disquieting as major change often is, it can also bring 
new opportunities. Improving the human condition is one 
of the main aims of the current transition. But, while reform 
processes unfold, circumstances can be extremely painful by 
creating turmoil, suff ering and deprivations in the short-term. 
Th e breaking up of the former Yugoslav Republic, for instance, 
brought confl ict, war and signifi cant loss of human lives. 
Likewise, throughout the region, the collapse of industries 
and manufacturing processes rendered uncompetitive by 
their sudden exposure to global markets had major impacts 
on the region’s cities; especially those whose urban economies 
were insuffi  ciently diverse, or worse, based only on a single 
industrial sector. Almost over-night, such cities saw their very 
economic raison d’être evaporate, while the subsequent rapid 
exodus of many young and entrepreneurial inhabitants left 
them with even weaker prospects for the future.

But worldwide, cities have a strong record as engines of 
growth, human development and prosperity. By carefully 
exploring the human ingenuity embedded in urban 
areas, together with cities’ locational, agglomeration and 
other advantages - both as individual urban entities or as 
components of cooperating urban networks - economic 
revival can often be achieved.

With this report, UN-Habitat hopes to contribute to that 
revival process and help create a better urban environment 
for the citizenry of European countries in transition.

Dr . Joan Clos
Under-Secretary General of the United Nations
Executive Director UN-Habitat

FOREwORd bY UN-hAbITAT
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Cities – as areas with the highest ability to create 
economic growth – play an increasingly important 
role in regional and spatial development policy. 

Poland is an example of a country that, as a result of 20 years’ 
transformation efforts, has registered significant economic 
growth which was clearly concentrated in its economically 
strongest and largest urban agglomerations. These vibrant 
cities have become key growth drivers of the national 
economy and contributed to the creation of new jobs, thereby 
becoming major areas promoting structural change.

The benefits from development of the largest cities do not 
remain confined within the municipal borders, but also radiate 
throughout the urban agglomeration and neighbouring areas. 
That is why the establishment of functional relationships 
between major cities and their surroundings, and rural-urban 
linkages in particular, are of crucial importance for increasing 
both domestic and regional territorial cohesion.

Simultaneously, albeit on a smaller spatial scale, poverty 
concentration, social problems and loss of economic functions 
continue to affect particular urban neighbourhoods, even in 
the most dynamic of cities. That is why urban development 
has now taken deep root in national policy agendas. Current 
and future challenges faced by cities highlight the need for 
promoting smarter, more sustainable and socially inclusive 
development of cities and their surroundings.

The State of European Cities in Transition 2013: Taking stock 
after 20 years of reform presents a comprehensive review of 
the key issues affecting cities, towns and villages in the 23 
post-Socialist countries and territories in northeast, central, 

east and southeast Europe and provides recommendations 
for elevating various urban issues on national and regional 
agendas.

The thematic areas covered in this report are all important 
ones, including urban growth trends, migratory and other 
demographic processes; the economic aspects of urban 
development, housing and social issues; environmental 
matters; the roles of cities in domestic and regional 
administrative systems; as well as the continuing need 
for further urban governance reforms and addressing key 
emerging issues.

I believe that this comprehensive assessment of European 
cities in transition will be a great input in the efforts to 
strengthen and complement the urban dimension in our 
national policies. Policies based on the principles of integrated, 
smart, sustainable and inclusive urban development are the 
best way to achieve greater economic growth and social 
cohesion in European cities, as well as improve citizens’ 
quality of life now and in the future.

Minister for Regional Development
Elżbieta Bieńkowska

Foreword by POLAND
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UN-Habitat has successfully analysed different trends 
in cities in the world in its reports "State of cities" 
over the last years. With the newest edition of this 

series, the report "The state of European cities in transition. 
Taking stock after 20 years of reform", UN-Habitat is tackling 
for the first time the specific situation of cities in South-East 
Europe giving a comprehensive overview of a number of 
aspects related to the transformation in this region. 

Cities in this part of Europe are affected by the same 
processes as cities in the rest of the world. They face the same 
problems such as economic crisis, missing infrastructure, 
social exclusion, poverty or demographic change. They need 
to address such issues as energy efficiency, urban mobility, 
shrinking cities or urban sprawl and adapt to the changing 
situation. In this respect they do not differ from cities in the 
rest of the world.

But the transition of those cities has got also another, 
additional meaning - the political and social dimension 
that in consequence leads to a new type of governing. Cities 
in this region went, to a greater or lesser extent, through 
democratic changes. This enabled them to build a new 
identity. It led to the decentralisation of power and to the 
reinforcement of local administration. But it resulted also in 
a number of processes that were supposed to be the negation 
of the previous system, which caused for example weakening 
of the programming or radical privatisation of the housing 
sector. Those processes put the local authorities in face of new 
challenges. "In transition" means therefore for this part of 
Europe also a change of mentality and awareness.

Part of the cities in South-East Europe is covered by the 
European Union policies that recognise more and more the 
importance of their urban dimension and urban policy itself. 
The participation in European Union's programmes forces 
multiannual programming, evaluation and partnership. 
Therefore, the EU membership is yet another aspect 
influencing their behaviour.

Cities in South-East Europe are affected by a number 
of issues, be it the global challenges, the effect of the 
transformation or the EU membership. Positively and 
suitably, the report shows the true face of the processes and 
calls them "cities in transition" and not "cities in decline".

Jan Olbrycht
Member of the European Parliament
President of the URBAN Intergroup

Foreword by Jan Olbrycht
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In an effort to review in detail the conditions and trends across the European transitional region, this report has drawn on 
national reports prepared by: Dr. Dorina Pojani (Albania), Branislav Bijelić (Bosnia-Herzegovina), Rafał Stanek, Oleksiy 
Sudakov (Belarus, Moldova, Ukraine); Dr. Julia Spiridonova (Bulgaria), Dr. Sunčana Slijepčević, Dr. Ivana Bakarić, Dr. 
Dubravka Alibegović (Croatia), Dukagjin Bakija (Kosovo), Dr. Iván Tosics, Dr. József Hegedüs, Éva Gerőházi, Andrea 
Tönkő, András Ekés, Antal Gertheis (Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Slovakia); Dr. Zaiga Krišjāne (Latvia); Dr. Donatas 
Burneika (Lithuania); Lidija Trpenoska-Simonovik, Dusica Trpcevska-Angelkovik (Macedonia), Saša Karajović (Montenegro); 
Dr. Wojciech Jarczewski (Poland); Oana Popescu (Romania); Prof. Borislav Stojkov, Olivera Radoičić, Ognjen Plavec, Jelena 
Biševac and Predrag Kovačević (Serbia); Barbara Mali, Prof. Kaliopa Andrews, Dr. Mojca Golobič, Dr. Boštjan Kerbler, Dr. 
Naja Marot, Sergeja Gulič, Andrej Gulič, Dr. Richard Sendi, Dr. Mojca Šašek-Divjak, Dr. Matej Gabrovec (Slovenia), following 
an organizational expert group meeting hosted 25th – 26th January 2010 by the Instytut Rozwoju Miast (IRM), in Krakow, 
Poland, attended by Jerzy Adamski (IRM), Katerina Bezgachina (Habitat for Humanity Europe & Central Asia Area), Doina 
Bubulete (Urbanproiect, Romania), Milena Garthley (Network of Associations of Local Authorities in South-East Europe), 
Wiktor Głowacki (IRM), Katarzyna Gorczyca (IRM), Dr. Aleksandra Jadach-Sepioło (Warsaw School of Economics), Karol 
Janas (IRM), Prof. Anna Karwińska (Cracow University of Economics), Dr. Joseph Maseland (UN-Habitat), Gwendoline 
Mennetrier and Krzysztof Mularczyk (UN-Habitat Warsaw Office), Anna Nadolna (URBACT Contact Point - Association 
of Polish Cities, Richárd Ongjerth (Hungarian Society for Urban Planning), Andrzej Porawski and Tomasz Podkański 
(Association of Polish Cities), Géza Salamin (VÁTI), Dr. Mojca Šašek-Divjak (UIRS), Dr. Marta Skiba (University of Zielona 
Góra), Dr. Julia Spiridonova (National Centre for Territorial Development), Dr. Luděk Sýkora (Charles University in Prague), 
Prof. Grzegorz Węcławowicz (Polish Academy of Sciences), Prof. Andrzej Zborowski (Jagiellonian University), Prof. Zygmunt 
Ziobrowski (IRM). A second expert group meeting, also hosted by The Instytut Rozwoju Miast (IRM) in Krakow, 23rd – 24th 
March 2011 was attended by Jerzy Adamski (IRM), Barbara Galassi (UN-Habitat Warsaw Office), Karol Janas and Janusz 
Jeżak (IRM), Paulius Kulikauskas (UN-Habitat), Dr. Joseph Maseland (UN-Habitat), Krzysztof Mularczyk (UN-Habitat 
Warsaw Office), Dr. Julia Spiridonova (National Centre for Territorial Development), Rafał Stanek (STT Consult), Dr. Iván 
Tosics (Metropolitan Research Institute), Prof. Zygmunt Ziobrowski (IRM), to refine the annotated outline and discuss the 
operational modalities in preparation of the draft of this report. The pre-final draft was reviewed in an editorial board meeting 
at the Instytut Rozwoju Miast (IRM), 14th – 15th May 2012, attended by Jerzy Adamski (IRM), Krzysztof Baczyński (UN-
Habitat), Jean-Yves Barcelo (UN-Habitat), Karol Janas (IRM), Paulius Kulikauskas (UN-Habitat), Dr. Joseph Maseland (UN-
Habitat), Dr. Joseph Salukvadze (Tbilisi State University), Rafał Stanek (STT Consult), Prof. Borislav Stojkov (Serbia), Dr. 
Iván Tosics (Metropolitan Research Institute), Prof. Zygmunt Ziobrowski (IRM).

The report was conceptualized and coordinated by Jos Maseland, Lusungu Kayani and Katharina Rochell of UN-Habitat in 
Nairobi. Jerzy Adamski and Karol Janas, both of the Institute of Urban Development, Krakow, managed and coordinated the 
regional drafting processes. Alioune Badiane, Director of UN-Habitat’s Project Office, provided overall guidance.

The Western subregional chapter was coordinated by Dr. Iván Tosics (Metropolitan Research Institute, Hungary), in cooperation 
with Éva Gerőházi, Dr. József Hegedüs, Andrea Tönkő, András Ekés, Antal Gertheis based on national reports of the Western 
subregion countries.

The Eastern subregional chapter was coordinated by Dr. Rafał Stanek, in cooperation with Oleksiy Sudakov based on national 
reports of the Eastern subregion countries.

The Southern subregional chapter was coordinated by Prof. Borislav Stojkov, in cooperation with Dr. Siniša Trkulja and Predrag 
Kovačević. 

The South Caucasus subregional chapter was coordinated by Dr. Joseph Salukvadze (Tbilisi State University, Georgia).

UN-Habitat is grateful to Dr. Jan Olbrycht and the Urban Intergroup of the European Parliament who subjected the 
consolidated draft to a peer review in November 2012 and who provided valuable comments and contributions.

This report was edited by Dominic O’Reilly and translated into Russian by Vitaly Lukiantsev. The Russian version was edited 
by Andrey Ivanov.

This report could not have been realized without the generous financial support by the Government of Norway and the 
cooperation of the Institute of Urban Development (Instytut Rozwoju Miast), Krakow, Poland.
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