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Extended Abstract 

This thesis addresses the globalizing urban waterfront in Bratislava. It aims to unravel 

the key logics driving the decision-making processes behind waterfront re-

development in the Slovak capital. I investigate the infiltration of the capitalist logics 

into a transforming institutional environment unfolding from the post-socialist 

transition. This is being done through a distinction between the capitalist and the 

territorial logics of power (Jessop, 1999; Harvey, 2005).  

Across the globe, waterfront re-development has become the urban response 

to inner-city decline, and the increasing inter-urban competitiveness in today’s 

neoliberal capitalism. The origins of waterfront transformations are here framed as an 

urban manifestation of geographically uneven logics of capital put into motion by the 

crisis of Atlantic Fordism (Smith, 1990; Jessop, 2000). The capital switching into the 

build-up environment (Harvey, 1978; 2005), is temporarily fixed on urban waterfronts 

through decisions made on multiple scales (Brenner, 2001). Various types of 

‘extraverted’ strategies such as the Ecosystem approach (Laidley, 2007), a 

construction of megaprojects & an organisation of mega-events (Orueta & Fainstein 

2009), or localization of transnational circulations of stararchitects (Alaily-Mattar et.al. 

2018), promised to deliver a new panacea for local urban futures. State rescaling 

within the inter-urban hierarchy of the world cities system, also associated with the 

world city entrepreneurialism (Golubchikov, 2010; Brenner, 2009), transformed the 

nature of urban planning and policies into entrepreneurial tools of globally competing 

cities (Kipfer & Keil 2002). The imperative of urban growth became central to such an 

entrepreneurial mode of governance, and frequently the key justification of waterfront 

redevelopment. 

Yet, the changing nature of urban politics and territorial governance during the 

post-socialist transition is here understood within subsequent state rescaling related 

to the institutional re-positioning towards the new territorial centres of power, and 

‘spaces of engagement’ (Cox, 1998). This geopolitical shift, accompanied by the ‘roll 

back’ neoliberalism (Peck & Tickell, 2002), temporarily paralyzed the active role of the 

state in territorial planning and urban development. Academic debates on modes of 

urban governance and strategic visions of urban development under post-socialism 

underpinned the ad-hoc and fuzzy nature welling from their multiple transformations 

(Feldman, 2000; Sykora & Bouzarovski, 2012). Three decades since the collapse of 
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the communist regime is a sufficient time period for a qualitative analysis of the key 

political-economic logics behind waterfront re-development in the Slovak capital. 

The current phase of waterfront re-development in Bratislava is driven by the 

property-led, entrepreneurial narrative emphasizing the role of the built environment 

in delivering prosperity (Heeg, 2011). The profit-seeking interests of the real estate 

industry reshape this frontier of capital fixities into a landscape of iconic large-scale 

projects (Sklair, 2006). It is exactly this interface, between the interests of the real 

estate industry and urban planning regulations, that is through the structure & agency 

nexus at the centre of the analysis. In particular, I analyze the relationship between 

the structural logics & mechanisms of capital accumulation and the decision-making 

processes of individual agencies from a multi-scalar perspective.  

Within this context, the analysis unravels the decision-making processes 

shaping the future pathways of three selected localities on the waterfront: the urban 

port, the Chalupkova locality, the Karloveska cove. Attention is paid to the current 

stage of power relation, legitimacy, and transparency in urban planning, as well as to 

the multi-level institutional capacity to form and deliver a shared strategic vision for the 

waterfront. The highly unequal power-relations in the decision-making processes 

turned out to have a critical role in waiving the planning regulations in favour of the 

project-centric interests of particular real estate developers. Furthermore, the findings 

argue for the existence of a ‘relational rift’ between the strategic planning and land-

use regulations, which contributes to the intensifying role of the ground rent in urban 

development. Instead of being innovative, the waterfront re-development in Bratislava 

rather imitates property-led ideas from elsewhere, which reinforces its speculative 

essence. 

 

Keywords: waterfront transformations; urban growth; spatio-temporal fix; urban 

entrepreneurialism; state rescaling; postsocialism; property-led development; 

Bratislava 
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Introduction 

A short walk along the Danube’s riverside already gives the first relevant impression 

about the magnitude of the current waterfront re-development in Bratislava. Since the 

new millennium, the ‘turn towards the river’ narrative is becoming real in space. The 

real estate projects are becoming larger, residential towers higher, and 

stararchitecture known from elsewhere is steadily becoming a feature of the domestic 

landscape. The globalizing urban waterfront in Bratislava meets, along with its 

predecessor's, the new requirements of the global economy. However, this emerging, 

impressive landscape does not only bring ‘the aesthetical’ into the urban gallery, but 

more importantly potential real estate speculations, social expulsion, and new socio-

economic divisions. There are several important reasons behind ‘why’ a thorough 

understanding of the transforming urban waterfront in Bratislava offers novel insights 

into the nature of its urban development. By resonating with the academic 

contributions that shaped these debates in urban studies, the thesis aims to unravel 

the key political-economic logics behind these processes. Before I uncover the recent 

dynamics on the waterfront, it is vital to understand the evolutionary path of historical 

power-relations that has set the conditions for today’s shift ‘from production to 

consumption’. 

The historical roots of this shift must be explored from the onset of capitalist 

production in Bratislava, and ultimately in Slovakia. The early stages of capitalist 

production can be traced back to the late 1720s (Lehotska & Pleva 1966). Driven by 

the production of textile goods, the first advanced manufactories contributed to a 

steady disintegration of traditional guilds. The revolutionary climate in Europe during 

1848 and 1849 played an important role in changing political-economic relations in the 

region. The aftermath of the failed Hungarian revolution brought the so-called ‘March 

laws’, signed in 1848 in the town hall – Primatial Palace in Bratislava. These officially 

ended feudalism and abolished serfdom (Szonyi 1978). The subsequent Austro-

Hungarian Comprise of 1867 boosted the modern industrialization of the whole 

monarchy (Korec and Ondos 2009). However, adaptation to the new capitalist social-

relations was, due to the agrarian tradition of Slovakia, sluggish. Hundreds of poor 

farmers from highland regions started to migrate and search for jobs. Whereas large 

numbers of people were forced to emigrate, many found a job in industrial factories in 
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Bratislava. The industrial urbanization of Bratislava drove between 1869 and 1950 a 

population growth that tripled the population of the city from 58 108 to 192 896.  

The state played a critical role behind the industrialization of Bratislava. Direct 

governmental subventions, stimulative industrial laws which favoured large industrial 

factories over small ‘collegia’ that were abolished from 1872 (Lehotska & Pleva 1966), 

and expansion of infrastructure became conditional for private factories, and ultimately 

for the capitalist industrialization as such. The number of factories was mushrooming 

during the second half of the 19th century just to name few: Dynamit Nobel (1873) a 

factory for production of dynamite, Patronka (1870) a factory for production of 

explosives and ammunition, Grüneberg (1872) a factory for production of brushes, 

Stollwerck (1895) a factory for production of chocolate products, Cvernovka (1901) a 

textile factory, Siemens (1902) a factory for production of electronic products and 

equipment, and others. Shortly before World War One, Bratislava became, after 

Budapest, the second most industrialized city of the Hungarian monarchy (Obuchová 

2009). This rapid industrialization of the city became particularly evident in the urban 

port and its surrounding. In this industrial heart of the city, between the streets Mlynske 

Nivy, Pribinova, Kosicka and Dostojevskeho rad, 24 factories found their homes 

(Solcanska 1992). Three of them deserve to be briefly mentioned here. 

The Klinger Factory  

The Klinger factory, established in 1888 by Henrich Klinger, specialized in the 

production of flax, hemp and jute products. Goods were exported to India, Japan and 

South America. The factory employed in 1898 roughly 1000 workers. Similar to other 

factories, it had its own housing colony for about 100 of its own employees. (Lehotska 

& Pleva 1966)  

The Kablo & Gumon Factories 

The Kablo factory, established in 1894 by Otto Bondy, produced telephone cables and 

rubbers for electric equipment. Cables produced in the factory were for instance used 

as a telephonic connection between Bratislava – Brno – Prague (Lehotska & Pleva 

1966). The factory expanded during the electrification of Slovakia. Between 1910-1912 

the factory was enlarged by new production halls named Gumon. In 1928 the factory 

employed 577 workers (Obuchová 2009). 
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The Apollo Refinery  

The Apollo refinery, founded in 1895, was the predecessor of today’s refinery Slovnaft. 

Its location on a Danube riverbank was essential for the production of gas, oil for cars 

and aircraft, but also for the smooth transportation of crude oil through the intermodal 

transport. The refinery employed between 350 and 500 workers (Lehotska & Pleva 

1966). In June 16th 1944, the British and American air-force destroyed roughly 80% of 

the refinery, killed 76 people, and left a lasting environmental legacy behind. After 

World War Two, the refinery Slovnaft was built close to the original site, where it 

operates until today. 

Unlike the gradual deindustrialization that emerged during the crisis of Fordism 

in the late 1960s and 1970s in Atlantic North, Bratislava, along with other cities in 

Central and Eastern Europe (CEE), experienced this decline during the 1990s. The 

shift from ‘production to consumption’ was, in the case of Bratislava, accompanied by 

its new administrative role as the capital city of an independent Slovakia. These 

changes are evident from a drop of employment share in manufacturing and related 

sectors from 50.2% (1960) to 19.9% (2005), and an increase of services, including 

administration related to independence, from 50.1% (1960) to 79.97% (2005) (Ondos 

& Korec, 2008). The deindustrialisation of the city was postponed due to the post-war 

communist ideology, emphasizing the industrial production as the key driver of socio-

economic progress. Between 1948 and 1989 almost half of the total employment in 

Bratislava was in industry and the construction industry combined (Korec, 2002). The 

socialist project of industrialization and massive urbanisation had changed the Slovak 

capital unprecedentedly. Whereas in 1950 Bratislava had 192 896 inhabitants living 

on 192 km², in 1989 its population had grown to 440 629 people living on 368.6 km² 

(Korec & Ondos, 2009). The urban waterfront was affected by the ideology as well. 

The political decision to locate the Slovak national theatre in the industrial zone with 

warehouses next to the urban port can be considered to be a symbolic beginning of 

the waterfront transformations in Bratislava. This decision was formed in political 

circuits during the 1970s and led to international architectural competition on the 

Martanovicova riverfront. Construction works, based on the winning proposal of the 

theatre for almost 1700 visitors, started in April 1986. However, due to the collapse of 

the communist regime, the construction was frozen. What followed was a long process 



 
5 

of endless discussions about the future of the theatre. Finally, after 21 years, in April 

2007 the theatre was opened to the public. 

The collapse of Socialism happened at the time when the structural changes of 

capitalism, derived from the crisis of the Atlantic Fordism, were already in the 

advanced stage of temporal fixation. Processes related to the post-socialist transition 

and the geopolitical reorientation of the CEE affected all scales of government. The 

region opened its gates not only to the global flows of capital, but it has also steadily 

integrated its institutions into the institutional architecture of global capitalism. These 

shifts in power, or in other words state rescaling (Brenner, 2009), went not only to 

supra-national institutions but also to the urban scale. Symptoms of these structural 

changes became apparent in the ways cities became governed, and how places 

turned into entrepreneurial assets (Harvey, 1989; Logan & Molotch, 1987). Having 

said that, urban waterfronts became the prime example of these processes worldwide. 

They became the frontier of ‘spatio-temporal fix’ (Harvey, 2001; Jessop, 2006), in other 

words, places where capital flows have been temporarily fixed in the built environment. 

Therefore, it is important to recognize that urban waterfronts have become not only 

passive recipients of the capital flows but increasingly outcomes of entrepreneurial 

strategies and neoliberal urban planning (Harvey, 1989; Jessop, 1998; Golubchikov, 

2010). This distinction between the capitalist and the territorial logics of power (Jessop, 

1999; Harvey, 2005), allows me to separate the growth logics of capital accumulation, 

from the entrepreneurial practices, as two parallel forces behind the contemporary 

waterfront redevelopment in Bratislava. 

The contemporary capital accumulation on the waterfront in Bratislava is 

apparent through the materialization of the profit-seeking interests of the real estate 

industry into large-scale projects. Real estate developers became the leading 

institutional intermediary between the abstract realm of finance and exchange value 

of ground rent. The highly uneven power-relations in the city-developer nexus during 

the post-socialist transition pose a question: which logics drive the decision-making 

processes behind current waterfront redevelopment in Bratislava? Particularly, which 

logics lead the decision-making processes on urban planning, and how is planning 

influenced by changing power-relations between actors of urban development? But 

also, how do multiple scales of government coordinate formation of a common 

territorial strategy for the waterfront redevelopment? It is exactly this multi-scalar 
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interface between the interests of the real estate industry and urban planning 

regulations that lies in the focus of the analysis.  

Given the background, the thesis unravels the multiscalar power-dynamics of 

the decision-making processes shaping the future pathways of three selected localities 

on the waterfront: the urban port, the Chalupkova locality and the Karloveska cove. 

The selected case studies, at a different stage of development, aim to keep the 

diversity and dynamics of the transforming waterfront within the analysis.  

The analysis begins with the symbolic heart of the waterfront, the urban port. 

Urban ports are an inevitable part and parcel of the global narrative on waterfront 

transformations. The currently locked urban port in Bratislava raises the questions 

what’s behind its locked state, how do multiple scales of government coordinate the 

formation of common entrepreneurial strategies and how are they spatially 

embedded? After introducing a brief history of the port, the institutional complex of the 

port is discussed in detail. It explains the institutional background that stands behind 

its current locked state. This gives a reader a better understanding of the reasons why 

is the port is still considered as the largest brownfield site of the city. The multiscalar 

perspective of the territorial logics of power is here absolutely essential for a thorough 

understanding of the path-dependent nature of the post-socialist transition.  

In contrast to the urban port, the second case study discusses the structure-

agency nexus in the decision-making processes behind the implementation of an eye-

catching large-scale project. In particular, evaluated are uneven power-relations 

between individual agencies of the decision making processes on multiple scales, and 

their influence on the planning regulations. The implementation of the Sky Park project 

in the dynamically transforming Chalupkova locality unravels how the contemporary 

capital accumulation on the waterfront reshapes planning regulations according to its 

preferences. The transnational circulations of starchitects become an essential part of 

the narrative. As will be shown, stararchitects can become a tool of power in the hands 

of real estate developers. However, implementation of such large scale projects is not 

a one-directional process and it must be carefully understood in various cultural and 

geographical contexts. The case of localizing Zaha Hadid in Bratislava uncovers the 

role of public institutions which paved the path to the private investor. The Sky Park is 
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the recent evidence of the intensifying entrepreneurial narrative accompanying the 

ongoing property-led waterfront redevelopment in the Slovak capital.  

The transforming Karloveska cove, the third case study of the analysis, is a 

rather contested case of waterfront redevelopment accompanied by a struggle over 

its future. Unlike the celebrated Sky Park, this case study uncovers a redevelopment 

of an environmentally valuable locality with a historical tradition in water sports, where 

the interests of the local citizens and water enthusiasts were challenged by the profit-

maximizing interests of a private real estate developer. It demonstrates how the less 

profitable functions dependent on the water are pressurized by a higher exchange 

value of residential apartments. The planning term ‘Bluefield sites’, coined by Pinch & 

Munt (2002), is in this context particularly useful, as it allows us to recognize such 

localities, and therefore keeps the urban vocabulary diverse and sensitive to particular 

places. Its original interpretation refers primarily to infrastructures, such as piers, 

wharfs, jetties, slipways and boatyards, but this chapter extends the term to places 

along the waterfront dependent on the water. Thus, places and infrastructure that 

mediates the interface between the land and the water are here understood as the 

‘Bluefield sites’. This allows attention to be drawn to the heterogeneity of shores and 

recognition of water-dependent functions in the planning documentation that currently 

regulates the riverside from the land-base perspective. All in all, by unravelling the 

multiscalar power dynamics of profit-maximizing interests that reshaped the planning 

regulations, the case study contributes to a better understanding of the current stage 

of power relations, legitimacy, and transparency in planning the waterfront 

redevelopment in Bratislava. 
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Aim of the Thesis & Research Questions 

The research aims to unravel the political-economic logics driving the decision-making 

processes behind current waterfront redevelopment in Bratislava. In particular, it 

critically evaluates the interface between the structural conditions of waterfront 

transformations and the decision-making processes between individual agencies. This 

is being examined from a multi-scalar perspective of the relationship between the real 

estate industry and urban planning regulations. 

 

• What logics drive the decision-making processes behind current waterfront re-

development in Bratislava? 

• How is urban planning influenced by changing power-relations between actors 

of urban development? 

• How do multiple scales of government coordinate the formation of 

entrepreneurial strategies in waterfront redevelopment? 

 

The Research Framework 
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This thesis is a critical, non-ideological, political-economic analysis of the ongoing 

waterfront transformations in Bratislava. It addresses the contemporary processes of 

globalisation and mechanism of uneven development that reshape this frontier of 

capital fixities. Particular attention is paid to the temporal legacies of the post-socialist 

transition.  

The political-economic approach, is here inspired primarily by academics 

embedded in the neo-Marxist and the Regulation theories. Both are here recognized 

as two of the leading theoretical schools enabling investigation of structural logics and 

mechanisms of urban transformations under capitalism. Processes of urban change 

are here understood within the abstract realm of historical power-networks that re-

shape the urban waterfront in Bratislava. I argue that the abstract realm of this intra-

urban change has a capacity to contribute to the core of the ongoing debates on 

actually existing post-socialism (Ferenčuhová & Gentile 2017; Hirt, 2013; Sýkora & 

Bouzarovski, 2012). In line with the ‘fixities and flows’ perspective (Desfor et al., 2011), 

the dialectical relations between mobile and immobile aspects of an environment are 

distinguished, where processes which change ‘fixities’ are central to the understanding 

of waterfront transformations. In particular, a distinction between the capitalist and the 

territorial logics of power (Jessop, 1999; Harvey, 2005) offers an insightful entry point 

for the analysis. Consequently, the concept of ‘spatio-temporal fix’ (Harvey, 2001; 

Jessop, 2006), through which I investigate the infiltration of the capitalist logics into a 

transforming institutional environment unfolding from the post-socialist transition, is 

especially useful when it comes to the explanation of the uneven capital switching into 

the built environment on urban waterfronts (Merrifield, 1993). 

The above sketched theoretical narrative allows me to separate the growth 

logics of capital accumulation from the entrepreneurial practices, as two parallel forces 

behind the contemporary waterfront re-development (Lauermann, 2018). The role of 

the territorially bounded state is central to the narrative, as the imperative of urban 

growth, extensively identified with urban entrepreneurialism, has been widely used as 

the key justification for waterfront re-development elsewhere (Kipfer & Keil, 2002). 

State rescaling has, through such entrepreneurial strategies, become a political 

strategy within the inter-urban hierarchy of the world system (Brenner, 2009). Yet, the 

emerging entrepreneurial spirit of public decision-makers in Central and Eastern 

Europe should be understood within their new roles in territorial planning and 

governance. Prior to the emergence of new entrepreneurial institutional arrangements, 
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the narrative of urban entrepreneurialism must be formed (Jessop, 1998). I frame 

these processes of institutional adaptation and repositioning towards the new territorial 

centres of power and ‘spaces of engagement’ (Cox, 1998), under the notion ‘soft-

institutional transformations’. These are the institutional path-dependencies between 

the destructive and creative moments of the post-socialist transition (Brenner & 

Theodore 2002). 

Given the background, the switching capital temporarily-fixed within the built 

environment on the waterfront is, in Bratislava, driven by a property-led development 

narrative, which leads the decision-making processes on urban planning (Heeg, 

2011). I therefore, examine how agencies within given structural conditions exercise 

their power in planning negotiations, and what are the implications of their unequal 

power-relations on the changing land-use. This framework allows me to understand 

better how the capital accumulation and the dynamics of rent reconfigure, through 

institutional intermediaries, the urban land nexus (Scott & Storper 2015). 

 

Methodology & Methods 

The urban waterfront in Bratislava is a rich heterogeneous sample of particular 

localities. In order to generalize some of the key narratives, I began my research with 

repetitive observations on the ground. Based on trivial criteria, I divided the focus area 

into ‘active’ zones of transformations, and ‘passive’ zones of future change. This 

should keep the dynamics of the waterfront, and secure a diversity of contrasting 

narratives within the analysis. I then selected 5 diverse cases for further, detailed 

investigation. Namely: – the largest brownfield/Bluefield in the city – the urban port; – 

the mushrooming and quite popular large-scale, mixed-use projects in the former 

industrial zone next to the port; – one of the most contested cases of a building 

demolition in the modern history of the city;– a relatively small, traditional sport zone 

in a cove; – a newly forming and perhaps the largest waterfront re-development to be 

built in upcoming years. For each case, I compiled a reconstruction of the current stage 

of development based on facts found in primary resources (legal documents, 

correspondence between actors, citizens’ petitions etc.). This was due to the relative 

lack of existing critical urban geography research, and up-to-date comprehensive 

official reports covering the focus area; an inevitable step. 
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Based on the critical interface between the capital and institutions, defined in 

the aim of the thesis as the multi-scalar perspective of the relationship between the 

real estate industry and urban planning regulations, I have selected three cases. 

Namely; the urban port, the Sky Park project, and the Karloveska cove, as the most 

appropriate for the analysis. The Karloveska cove represents a small and contested 

case of transformation, which unravels some of the more critical aspects of the role of 

unequal power-relations in urban planning. This might be put into parallel with 

flourishing and popular large-scale projects, such as the eye-catching Sky Park. Both 

cases unravel the role of transparency and power-relations in the decision-making 

processes of urban planning. Whereas these cases are either completed or in the 

advanced stage of realisation, the case of the abandoned Winter port opens the 

question of how multiple scales of states’ actors coordinate their interests into a 

common strategy. All in all, the selected localities represent diverse cases (considering 

e.g. the scalar competence, the land ownership, or their complexity), which ultimately 

aims to contribute to an overall richness of the entire narrative. 

Once the selection of these localities was made, and the subsequent 

reconstruction of their path embedded in primary resources finished, the analysis 

could be initialized. As the aim of the thesis defines, I examine in a multi-scalar 

perspective how the power-relations within the decision-making processes between 

individual agencies, in given structural conditions, re-shape the planning regulations. 

In order to unravel the nature of the decision-making processes on the current stage 

of waterfront re-development, the analysis was divided into three phases. 

 First, identification of actors & other relevant institutions with legal competences 

in spatial planning and development. The required information was gathered from the 

local press, the land register, online media search, the websites of individual actors, 

social media & online forums, and official planning documents (land use & strategic). 

Besides direct actors e.g. with property rights, relevant institutions with legal 

competencies within the locality were also identified. This was important for 

understanding the whole institutional network, and it turned out to be especially 

important in the case of Sky Park and the urban port. The port has a rich network of 

actors from the public, as well as the private sector (see diagram 1), which plays a 

critical role in the understanding of its network of power-relations. The case of 

Karloveska cove and the Chalupkova zone where the Sky Park project is located had 
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besides public institutions, the key real estate developers standing behind their re-

development (J&T, Penta Real Estate, and HB Reavis). However, the multi-scalar 

power dynamics between multiple states’ actors turned out to be critical here as well. 

 

Diagram 1: The institutional matrix of the urban port in Bratislava 

 

 Second, after the identification of the network of actors & relevant institutions, 

a multi-scalar qualitative analysis of selected planning documents could be conducted. 

This was an essential step, as an understanding of the decision-making processes 

requires an understanding of the abstract, strategic realm within which the decision-

makers operate. The analysis of planning documents was conducted on 28 selected 

regulatory documents from the city-district scale, to the EU scale. These key strategic 

documents on territorial development are an essential part of the abstract, strategic 

framework of the decision-makers. The analysis focused on the identification of the 

key strategic aims of each document; the preferred / recommended planning concepts; 

the key conclusions and recommendations of the document. Moreover, relations 

between individual documents were investigated as well. At the foci were conceptual 

and conditional relations between the documents. A catalogue of the selected 

documents with a summary of their relevance for the focus area and their mutual 

relations is attached to this thesis. In addition to that, six laws and three relevant 

research reports analysing the port within the international context (two directed by the 

European Commission and one by OECD) were included as well. All in all, this part of 
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the analysis should help to better understand the context and strategic thinking of 

individual decision-makers during the last phase – semi-structured interviews. 

Third, the last and the most critical phase comprised of a series of carefully 

selected, semi-structured, in-depth interviews with the decision-makers. The selection 

of respondents from the public sector focused on public servants responsible for the 

territorial agenda on multiple scales of government. In particular, two types of 

departments were the focus of the selection: the urban planning department and the 

strategic planning department. Interviewed were executive decision-makers of these 

departments on the city-district level, the city level, and the regional level. 

Respondents representing the nation-state scale were executives responsible for the 

urban agenda, regional development, and cross-sectoral priorities in Slovakia.  

More precisely, interviewed were: Two directors from the Government Office of 

the Slovak Republic – responsible for the cross-sectoral priorities, and regional 

development; Two general directors from the Ministry of Transport and Construction 

of The Slovak Republic – responsible for the national urban agenda, and the inland 

water transport; A written response to my questions was obtained from the general 

director of the Public ports JSC; The head of the spatial planning department and the 

head of the strategic planning department of the Bratislava self-governing region; A 

former director of the urban planning department of Bratislava; The heads of the 

strategic development department, the production of land use documents department, 

and the transport department of the city of Bratislava; The Chief architect of the city of 

Bratislava, and two heads of the spatial planning departments at the city district scale 

(the Old town, Ruzinov). All in all, the selection of interviewed respondents included 

executive decision-makers from all scales of government. On the other hand, the 

decision-makers from the private sector were two country managing directors of the 

leading real estate developers active in the CEE; a director of logistics form the 

Slovnaft refinery and an owner of a company producing land use documentation. 

Additionally, in the case of the Karloveska cove interviewed were: independent 

professionals and consultants active in urban planning, water sportsmen, local 

activists, and a prosecutor.  

The executive decision-makers usually brought one to three subordinate 

colleagues responsible for particular agendas. In total 17 decision-makers in an 

executive position, 26 adsessores including (6 state, 5 regional, 7 city, 4 city district, 4 
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private sector), and 14 additional interviews with experts in urban planning practice, 

real estate agents, and local activists, were conducted. Durations of the interviews 

varied between a half an hour and four hours, each has been taped and transcribed. 

Interviews were prepared for each respondent individually, however each had the 

same structure divided into four sections: 1) legal competences within the focus area 

& importance of the case in a daily managerial agenda; 2) the role of the urban 

planning concepts in executive decisions in a multi-scalar perspective; 3) drivers & 

design of the decision-making processes; 4) the role of the projects’ scale in decision-

making.  

Last but not least, the key challenges I was facing during the research. This 

type of research depends considerably on the willingness of the decision-makers to 

give an interview for the research purposes. Until the very last moment, it was not clear 

how many of the selected respondents would do so. Fortunately, the vast majority of 

respondents reacted positively upon the request. However, a few important 

respondents did not want to do so. The director of the planning department of 

Bratislava and the general director of the Public Ports, JSC, declined my requests. I 

took about 10 months to persuade the general director of the Public Ports to give a 

written response to my questions. In the second case, the respondent in a “face to 

face” stated that he would never do so. I was therefore forced to solve the situation by 

replacing the respondent with his predecessor. I did not succeed in interviewing the 

former mayor of Karlova Ves city district and a representative of the J&T real estate 

developer. In these two cases their attitudes were obtained from authorized interviews 

for local and national newspapers.  

Besides the above-mentioned methods & resources, amplified by information: 

e.g. in the city archive or annual statistical yearbook of Bratislava, scholars doing 

research on Bratislava still face significant challenges when it comes to access to 

private data, or up to date information on urban development. A good example is the 

real estate industry. Today, none of the official reports or documents recognize and 

define the real estate industry and the real estate developers in particular. There is no 

official database of active real estate developers and no raw data on individual project 

scale. Thus, today the real estate industry is a rather very poorly regulated sector of 

the economy. Such a database, recognizing and regulating the key actors of urban 
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development, could certainly increase more transparency in this field, and ultimately 

affordability of housing.  
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Urban waterfronts as ‘windows of uneven opportunities’ 

Across the globe, urban waterfronts have been flourishing in recent years. Their 

widespread, yet geographically uneven re-emergence corresponds with the 

intensifying absorption of financial flows of capital into real estate in general, and iconic 

large urban developments (LUDs) in particular. For already more than half a century, 

global circuits of capital, knowledge and policies have been temporarily fixed on 

spatially shifting urban frontiers, transforming derelict post-industrial urban sites into 

mixed-use luxury spaces for the new urban upper middle class to live, work and 

consume (Hoyle et al., 1988; Marshall, 2001; Desfor et al., 2011).  

The intellectual history of waterfront transformations started in this city-port 

interface (Hoyle, 1988; Hoyle, 2000), and the planning perspective (Desfor, 1988; 

Pinder & Hoyle, 1992; Marshall, 2001; Galland & Hansen, 2012; Schubert, 2015), later 

followed by the urban political-ecology approach (Bunce & Desfor, 2007; Hagerman, 

2007; Desfor & Vesalon, 2008), and postcolonialism (Oakley & Johnson, 2012). The 

political-economic approach, discussed here, frames the origins of these urban 

transformations within the structural crisis of Atlantic Fordism and the subsequent 

switching of capital into urban development. Real estate and LUDs became the key 

intermediary between expanding financial flows of capital on the one hand, and 

extraction of the ground rent on the other (Aalbers & Haila 2018). Waterfront 

redevelopment has become exemplary of this new type of capital accumulation 

(Malone, 1997; Merrifield, 1993; Rodriguez et al., 2001; Smith, 1991). Their 

geographically uneven diffusion was triggered by the expansive nature of the capital 

accumulation, driven by its necessity to lower the time of capital circulation through 

the ‘annihilation of space by time’ (Walker, 1978; Smith, 1986). The global shifts of 

production were accompanied by the stretching network of port cities. The worldwide 

restructuring of the network was conditioned by the technological innovations in 

shipping and cargo handling methods, primarily ‘containerization’ (Hall, 2007; 

Levinson, 2006; Pinder & Slack, 2004). By recognizing the relational understanding of 

space and power-networks (Derudder et al., 2012; Agnew, 1999), this restructuring of 

urban ports can be put into parallel with reconfigurations of the world system discussed 

within the global cities debates (Knox & Taylor, 1995; Sassen, 1991). 
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The so-called ‘inner city problem’ (Tweedale, 1988) symptomatic of derelict 

docks, warehouses, and industrial factories, must be therefore seen as an adapting of 

landscape to new economic requirements (Heeg, 2011). Thus, the physical extension 

of the city centre does not solve the crisis which caused the ‘problem’. Having said 

that, waterfronts were by some scholars articulated as the urban solution to inner-city 

decline and ‘windows of opportunities’ in an increasing inter-urban competitiveness. 

They were supposed to deliver hope for bright urban futures through spectacular 

mega-events, iconic architecture, or large urban developments (Bruttomesso, 1993). 

Scholars labelled this shift e.g. ‘the return to the river, ‘the rediscovery of the 

waterfront’, ‘the shift from ships to chips’, and the like. Some even characterized them 

as ‘the worldwide urban success story’ (Breen & Rigby, 1996).  

It has furthermore been shown that the emergence of urban waterfronts is 

facilitated through variegated modes of entrepreneurial state-actors (Harvey, 1989; 

Kipfer & Keil, 2002). In his seminal paper (Harvey, 1989), showed in the case of the 

Baltimore waterfront the transition from a Fordist-Keynesian regime of accumulation 

to a regime of flexible accumulation. This structural change was, as he suggested, 

accompanied by the shift in urban politics from the managerial to the entrepreneurial 

type of governance. The entrepreneurial mode of urban governance became a 

response to the problem of uneven development. In particular,  the ‘hollowing out” of 

the nation-state (Jessop, 1994) with the aim of increasing the competitive potential of 

weaker urban regions (Amin & Malmberg, 1994).  

The increasing dominance of finance in urban development contributed to the 

change of urban politics towards the frequently speculative attraction of external 

resources. Cities developed various types of entrepreneurial strategies emphasizing 

culture, architecture, liveable community life, or healthy and ecological environment, 

that were supposed to attract external capital investments, skilled labour, and tourists. 

These powerful strategies, such as the ecosystem approach in Toronto (Laidley, 

2007), partly contributed to a blurred division between the left and right visions of 

political ideologies (Swyngedouw, 2009). One of the key justifications legitimizing 

these urban strategies on behalf of those is the urban growth narrative, fuelled by the 

alleged necessity of inter-urban competition. (Molotch, 1976, p. 310) famously wrote, 

"The city is, for those who count, a growth machine". The legitimation of the growth 

narrative backed up by the local growth coalitions (Logan & Molotch, 1987), was a 
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combination of new jobs and increased tax revenues. However, (Molotch, 1976, 

p. 310) undermined this argument, and showed in the US context that local growth 

does not create jobs, but it redistributes them in a geographically zero-sum game. It is 

in this light that urban waterfronts became the prime symbols of the changing nature 

of urban policies, which increasingly target external resources, on which cities seem 

to have become essentially dependent. 

While the vast majority of insights on waterfront redevelopment and urban 

entrepreneurialism are still primarily derived from studies in the Anglo-Saxon case 

studies, similar geo-economic strategies are increasingly being observed in cities that 

are currently on the aforementioned frontiers of transnational capital investment 

(Golubchikov, 2010). This includes cities in Central and Eastern Europe (CEE), which 

are undergoing dynamic post-socialist transformations. While the underlying structural 

conditions behind these intra-urban changes are linked to very similar principles and 

mechanisms of contemporary capitalist urbanisation, the ways in which such 

redevelopments are eventually being implemented differ sufficiently, depending on the 

local cultural and institutional context (Peck, 2013; Peck, Theodore & Brenner 2013). 

Existing institutional legacies and traditions indeed lead to different power relations 

and decision-making practices, materialized outcomes, and socio-economic 

consequences. At the same time, however, the implementation of large-scale 

waterfront development projects in itself generally accelerates institutional changes, 

such as regulatory experiments, responsible actors, or public-private policy networks. 

It is precisely this changing institutional context, in other words, state-rescaling 

(Brenner, 2009), that traditionally counts as one of the central emphases within post-

socialist studies. 

Post-socialism as a concept originally used to serve as an analytical lens 

through which one could interpret and conceptualize the fundamental political 

economic and socio-spatial transformations that emerged in the CEE, immediately 

after the revolutionary changes in 1989. Despite the intensifying discussion on today’s 

relevance of the concept as an analytical tool for empirical research, as well as its 

position within the urban theory (Hirt, 2013; Ferenčuhová & Gentile 2017), some 

scholars continue to argue in favour of the path-dependent nature of post-socialism. 

According to them, the on-going transformations in urban space, social practices and 

institutional arrangements respectively, are inextricably linked to one another 
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(Bouzarovski et al., 2017; Sykora & Bouzarovski, 2012). Rather than portraying post-

socialism as an overarching spatial umbrella concept, it is argued that these multiple 

transformations have led to locked-in and path-dependent evolutionary trajectories 

of individual states. 

Yet, the Slovak capital remains in the urban studies literature, an under-

represented case study. Globalizing Bratislava, among other cities in the CEE, faces 

important challenges related to the production of new socio-economic inequalities and 

spatial fragmentation. Reintegration of Slovakia into global capitalism was 

accompanied by the neoliberal ‘shock therapy’ (Pickles & Smith 1998). As a 

consequence, a dynamically transforming landscape derived from the post-socialist 

transition has drawn the attention of many scholars. The urban waterfront in the Slovak 

capital is a prime example of a landscape meeting the new requirements of the global 

economy. However, transforming waterfronts in the CEE are not only passive 

recipients of the global political-economic restructuring, but they actively contribute to 

the global economy itself. The transition to capitalism changed the emphasis between 

the use and exchange value on their waterfronts. The academic debates on urban 

governance during the post-socialist transition underlined its ad hoc and fuzzy nature 

(Feldman, 2000; Kiss, 2007; Bucek, 2006), accompanied by the lack of transparency 

in urban development (Cook, 2010). Uneven power relations between actors of urban 

development frequently led to divisions between winners and losers. The real estate 

industry, including profit-seeking real estate developers, became within a short period 

of time the winners of the transition. However, property developers became not only 

the leading actors, with almost monopoly power for extraction of the ground rent, but 

a powerful agency in the decision making processes on urban planning as well. The 

recent symptom of globalization, transnational circulations of stararchitects is, as it will 

be later shown, is an example of how stararchitecture can be used as a powerful tool 

in planning negotiations.  
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From the collapse of ‘equality’ to the entrepreneurial spirit 

of ‘inequality’    

 

The shifting narrative of an egalitarian, socialist society towards the animal spirit of 

competitive entrepreneurialism is being formed and domesticated in a variety of ways 

across the CEE region. After the implosion of the communist regime in 1989, individual 

countries underwent variegated trajectories on their return to capitalism. Liberalization 

of markets, deregulation of prices, privatization of public assets, and decentralization 

of power were only a few of the key measures that have triggered today’s 

neoliberalization of the urban landscape within the CEE. The post-socialist transition, 

thus consisting of multiple transformations (Sykora & Bouzarovski, 2012), can be put 

into parallel with what Brenner and Theodore (2002) called ‘institutional creative 

destruction’.  

Whereas the initial destructive forces in most cases dismantled the state’s 

monopoly power and its institutional arrangements, the ‘creative moment’ of 

establishing new rules of the game alongside the political-economic integration into 

new centres of power, opened up new ‘spaces of engagement’ (Cox, 1998). 

Deregulation and the dismantlement of the state in urban development contributed to 

the victory of an exchange over use value, and therefore to losses of industrial 

heritage, real estate speculations, but also to an increase of socio-spatial inequalities. 

This era of ‘roll back’ neoliberalism (Peck & Tickell, 2002) fuelled the rise of 

antagonism among local citizens due to the lack of responsibility and transparency of 

municipalities in urban development in the CEE.  

Yet, this initial phase of post-socialist ‘roll back’ neoliberalism has become a 

fertile ground for a second phase of the creative moment, namely ‘roll out’ 

neoliberalism (Peck & Tickell, 2002). This conceptual process, which has been widely 

observed across the North Atlantic during the early 1990s, is mainly characterised by 

entrepreneurial state leadership, new forms of governance, and the reform of 

regulations. One important precondition for such novel institutional arrangements is 

the emergence of the entrepreneurial city narrative (Jessop, 1998) which is currently 

increasingly embraced by political elites and policymakers throughout the CEE. It is 

important to note here, however, that the exact transition between these two moments 
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has a strong path dependent character, which justifies the lasting interests of scholars 

in actually existing post-socialism up until today. 

The revolutionary changes that occurred in the CEE from the late 1980s 

onwards indeed triggered essential scalar reconfigurations, so state-rescaling became 

a political strategy (Brenner, 2009). Similar to the hollowing out of the nation-state after 

the crisis of Atlantic Fordism in the advanced capitalist countries (Jessop, 2000), the 

transfer of power in the majority of CEE countries, especially the ones entering the 

EU, went in both directions, upward and downward. This twin process is known as 

‘glocalization’ (Swyngedouw, 2004), and refers to the institutional restructuring from 

the national to a supranational and global scale, as well as to local, urban and regional 

scales, but also to the strategies of global inter-firm networks for their regional 

embeddedness. An important symptom of these structural changes of capitalism 

following the secular crisis of capitalism in the 1970s, became changes in the nature 

of how cities were governed, and how a place became an entrepreneurial asset 

(Harvey, 1989; Logan & Molotch, 1987). In order to obtain higher positions on several 

rankings of the inter-urban world hierarchies, cities have become increasingly 

competitive in attracting mobile resources through place branding strategies and thus 

became more commodified in themselves. Scholars have labelled these strategies 

enforced by cities with different terms such as ‘policy boosterism’ (McCann, 2013), 

adopting city-marketing and urban planning practices to globally circulating ‘best-

practices’; or ‘glurbanisation’ (Jessop & Sum, 2000), which refers to place-based 

strategies specifying the glocal relations and searching for the niche in inter scalar 

divisions of labour in the world economy.  

Based on all the above, it is important to realise that urban waterfronts have 

become not only passive recipients of the switching and fixing of capital, i.e. ‘spatial-

fix’ (Harvey 2001, Merrifield 1993), but increasingly outcomes of neoliberal urban 

planning, and active entrepreneurial strategies on behalf of local governments 

(Jessop, 1997; Hall & Hubbard 1996; Kipfer & Keil, 2002). They are, in other words, 

the frontiers where the capitalist and territorial logics of power meet each other 

(Harvey, 2005; Jessop, 2006). This distinction allows us to separate the growth logics 

from entrepreneurial practices, as two parallel forces behind contemporary urban 

development (Lauermann, 2018).  

Three decades since the revolution happened is a sufficient time period for a 

qualitative evaluation of the multiscalar relationship between the real estate industry 
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and urban planning. In particular, which logics did urban planning adopt, and which 

trends can be traced in the changing relations between urban planners, politicians, 

and the real estate sector? Scholars interested in post-1989 urban development in the 

CEE extensively discussed the lack of transparency in urban planning, the speculative 

business culture, and broadly speaking the ‘socialisation of risks and privatization of 

benefits’, which made property developers and private investors the winners of the 

transition (e.g. Cook, 2010; Horak, 2014; Suska, 2015). The role of local governance 

was, during the ‘roll back’ phase of the transition, associated with terms such as ad-

hoc, fuzzy, or acting in a ‘fire-fighter style’ (Feldman, 2000). However, a gradual 

institutional consolidation and adaptation to territorial planning, based on the 

competition between multiple actors over space, has steadily, at least in more 

advanced CEE countries, led to rather standard forms of private-public cooperation 

and approaches to urban planning. Today’s formation of the entrepreneurial narrative 

frequently overemphasizes the role of the built environment in delivering socio-

economic growth and prosperity. This entrepreneurial strategy, known as property-led 

development, fuels the integration of growth logics, driven by real estate actors, into 

urban planning practices (Heeg, 2011). Such approaches are enforcing the built 

environment as a policy tool, however, it often narrows the focus down to aesthetic 

aspects. It is in this context that I discuss the emergence of, as well as the decision-

making dynamics behind the formation of waterfront LUDs in Bratislava.  
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The city developer nexus & the winners of the post-

socialist transition 

 

The dynamically changing urban form of cities undergoing the post-socialist transition 

has been the interest of scholars for already three decades (e.g. Sykora, 1999; Bucek, 

2006; Ilik & Ourednicek, 2007; Stanilov, 2007; Kiss, 2007; Temelova, 2009; Hirt, 

2013). Individual states in the CEE adopted different economic measures (Myant & 

Drahokoupil, 2013), which subsequently triggered diverse speeds of intra-urban 

transformations. These changes started at the top of the national urban hierarchies, in 

the capital cities. Reconfiguration of their land use, based on market mechanisms 

generating land prices, produced new patterns of the urban land nexus (Scott & 

Storper, 2014). The shifting pattern of capital flows in the early stages of the transition 

became firstly apparent in the city centre and was later followed by the suburban ring 

(Sykora 2009). More recently, central business districts and urban waterfronts have 

reshaped the urban form of the globalizing capital cities in the CEE 

(Marcuse & Kempen, 2000). 

The dialectical relation between the capitalist logics of power, and the disrupted 

institutional environment during the early stages of the post-socialist transition set up 

the power-relations between the city and real estate developers unevenly. Although 

the systemic revolutionary changes related to the basic principles of market economy 

and democracy were introduced swiftly, a series of more spontaneous 

transformations, including institutional adaptations, contributed to the path-dependent 

character of this revolutionary change (Sykora 2008). The ad hoc and fuzzy nature of 

urban governance, sometimes labelled as ‘the firefighter style’ (Feldman, 2000), 

derived primarily from the incomplete decentralization of power (characterised by high 

competences, low fiscal resources and institutional capacities), resulted in a changing 

style of urban politics in territorial planning, and the lack of planning visions for the city 

(Stanilov, 2007). A combination of this context, with the ‘roll back’ neoliberal politics of 

the 1990s (Peck & Tickell, 2002) stood behind the elevation of real estate developers 

in urban development. In a very short period, property developers became one of the 

leading actors of urban development. Particularly relevant turned out to be the local 

cultural context and practices which contributed to the lack of transparency and 

chronic corruption in urban development (Cook, 2010; Horak, 2014). Thus, during the 
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early stages of the transition, the policy imperative of urban growth and entrepreneurial 

narrative was postponed.  

Today, the entrepreneurial narrative emphasizing the role of the built 

environment is being formed as the justification behind waterfront redevelopment in 

Bratislava. Emerging local growth coalitions foster property-led development. Real 

estate developers compete with each other over who is going to release a more eye-

catching project on the property market. However, the property-led development 

narrative is not only about the policy capacity of the built environment to generate 

socio-economic growth, but also about the integration of the real estate industry into 

urban planning (Heeg, 2011). Such integration prioritizes the exchange value in urban 

planning and ultimately increases risks of real-estate speculations in urban 

development. Eventually, this might be strengthened by the ‘quality development’ 

emphasis (Desfor & Jorgensen, 2004), which reinforces the aesthetic aspects of urban 

development. However, the limits of the developer-led redevelopment were recently 

documented in a report analysing 30 years of developer regeneration in Greater 

Manchester, where a mismatch between social needs e.g. provision of social housing, 

the transport infrastructure was found lacking (Froud et al., 2018).  

Finally, the development industry plays a critical role in the reproduction of the 

urban form through not only influencing the urban planning, but also in socio-economic 

segmentation and ultimately socio-spatial reconfiguration of the city. Real estate 

developers target particular residential segments through social status, lifestyle, age 

and others (Coiacetto, 2006; Coiacetto, 2007). Typically, they firstly obtain a plot and 

focus on the locality, instead of the market opportunities, by which possible 

speculations with the ground rent increase. Branding is used as a tool of project-centric 

representation, which serves to rent extraction from the land, and it often leads to the 

production of gated communities (Brabec & Machala, 2015). Overall, marketing 

strategies contribute to the commodification of housing on waterfronts, which aims to 

fulfil the almost limitless desires of affluent customers.  
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Urban growth & Capital accumulation on urban waterfronts 

The secular crisis of capitalism in the 1970s strengthened the urban growth imperative 

of local states across the advanced capitalist countries. The structural changes of the 

economy towards the vertically disintegrated, flexible specialization (Storper, 1994), 

transformed the nature of urban politics and turned waterfronts into a landscape of 

local boosterism and entrepreneurial strategies (Mayer, 1994; Smith, 1991; 

Golubchikov, 2010). Whereas urban growth also has its non-land related growth 

coalitions (Storper, 2008), I focus here on the profit-maximizing interests of real estate 

developers, as one of the key actors in land development (Molotch, 1976; Logan & 

Molotch, 1987). Their source of power is here linked to the structural mechanisms of 

capital accumulation. In particular, to switching capital, temporarily fixed in the built 

environment on urban waterfronts (Merrifield, 1993; Desfor & Vesalon, 2008). 

The origins of capital flowing into pipelines of real-estate developers, who build 

profitable large-scale projects on waterfronts, is here embedded in the switching of 

capital from the primary to the secondary circuits of capital (Harvey, 1978). This 

temporal solution allows the overcoming of the problem of overaccumulation i.e. 

excessive capacity of capital and labour that could within the primary circuit of 

industrial capital1 possibly lead to devaluation of both. A consequent geographical 

expansion, fuelled by the secondary circuits, absorbs capital and labour surpluses 

through the spatio-temporal fix in the built environment2. The ‘spatial fix’ (Harvey, 

1981), later extended to the ‘spatio-temporal fix’ (Harvey, 2005; Jessop, 2006), has 

two distinct but mutually interrelated meanings. First, the spatial fix refers to the lasting 

physical fixation of capital in space. Second, in its more metaphorical meaning, it refers 

to spatial reorganization, or strategies to a specific crisis, such as response to 

economy-environment relations with an urban sustainability fix (While, Jonas, Gibbs, 

2004). The physical fix includes a dialectical relation between ‘fixity and motion’. When 

it comes to fixed capital (Harvey, 2001) separated its mobile and immobile aspects. 

The built environment, unlike mobile container ships, is locked up in a double sense 

                                                            
1 For a critique o see Beauregard R. A. 1994 who found a little empirical evidence for the switching crises in the 
selected time period, and pointed to the delinking of real estate investment from non-speculative investment 
criteria and use-value considerations. 
2 According to Harvey 2005 surpluses within a given territory can be absorbed either by their spatial 
displacement elsewhere, or by temporal displacement through long-term capital investments in capital projects 
or social expenditures, or through a combination of both of them. 
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to a particular object and place. Yet, whereas capital accumulation requires ever-

increasing liquidity, and therefore circulation of assets, the second nature, buildings 

included, are fixed to a particular place, and therefore are in a mutually dialectical 

relation. This contradiction, the necessity to fix capital in space in order to overcome 

it, is one of the central contradictions of the expanding nature of capitalism (Harvey, 

2001). However, a critique of Harvey’s conceptualization of the spatio-temporal fix 

(e.g. Jessop, 1999; 2000; 2004; 2006) pointed out his distinct treatment of spatial and 

temporal fixes insufficient theorization of the territorial logics of power, and extra-

economic dimensions of the capital relations, with a subsequent lack of conception of 

a ‘constitutive outside’ of capital as social relations or modes of societalization 

(Jessop, 2006). An example of mediation between the economy and the polity is a 

relation between money and law. Whereas the property rights are secured by the state, 

but not produced within the economy, tax revenues – on which the polity depends, are 

generated in the economy (Jessop, 2000). Thus, the role of the state and capital 

accumulation are mutually interdependent and market forces alone cannot reproduce 

capitalism (Jessop, 2006). 

 

Shaping capital into the iconic landscapes 

The transnational circulations of stararchitects, frequently formed through the capital 

circuits into the iconic landscapes, should be understood in the political economy 

context of globalizing cities (Knox, 2012). Sklair (2006, p. 24) in his description of the 

‘transnational’, recognized since the 1950s the swinging balance of power in ‘the 

global system’, from states to non-state, transnational, and therefore globalizing 

forces. The global system consists of three spheres: the economic, the political, and 

the cultural-ideological sphere. Despite the fact that the global system is, according to 

him, not synonymous to global capitalism, the dominant forces of global capitalism are 

identical with dominant forces in the global system. Urban waterfronts became the 

leading frontiers affected by localization of these processes. Extraverted urbanism, 

symbolised by spectacular architecture, transformed waterfronts across the world. Yet 

whereas throughout centuries the quality of the urban environment and iconic design 

was an outcome of economic growth, in the recent era of globalization urban design 

is used as a means of economic development (Gospodini, 2002). Thus, the 
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relationship between the urban economy and urban design, as suggested, has in 

globalizing cities reversed. 

The prefixes ‘iconic‘, ‘star‘, ‘signature’, ‘spectacular’ or ‘flagship’ architecture is 

often used in the literature interchangeably (Alaily-Mattar et al., 2018; Jencks, 2006; 

Ponzini, 2011; Ponzini & Asorio, 2016; Mcneill, 2007; Mcneill, 2007; Knox, 2012). 

Transformation of architecture into icons includes the capacity to generate identity and 

symbols of the city which are recognized not only in the perceptions of tourists, but 

also the local population (Jencks, 2006). Sklair (2005, p. 485) characterized iconic 

architecture as unique buildings and spaces symbolic for their aesthetic significance 

which became famous for the professional architects and the public at large. He 

distinguished two different drivers behind the iconic architecture in history. While in the 

pre-global era (up to the 1950s) leaders of the state and religion controlled the 

production of such icons, in the global-era what he calls ‘the transnational capitalist 

class’ and corporate interest are the key drivers. He argued that iconic architecture is 

a central urban manifestation of the culture-ideology of consumerism led by the 

transnational capitalist class. In another paper, Sklair (2006) raised a point that while 

some reduce architectural iconicity to an image – central to the postmodern cultural 

turn, the centrality of the image is misunderstood if neglecting from what the image is 

of.  

The term ‘star-architecture’ or ‘stararchitects’ primarily emphasizes the celebrity 

status of individual architects and their ateliers, often the Pritzker prize winners. Star-

architecture is often supposed to secure success to large urban development (LUD) 

(Ponzini, 2010, 2011; Ponzini & Asorio, 2016), and mega projects (Lehrer & Laidley, 

2009; Orueta & Fainstein, 2009; Doucet, 2013). Star-architecture frequently became 

the entrepreneurial tool of cities in their rescaling efforts (Alaily-Mattar et al., 2018). 

Securing visibility, and ultimately the commercial success of large-scale projects, 

became part of private, as well as public strategies. Localization of transnational 

circulations of stararchitects became visible not only in the Atlantic North but 

increasingly in rapidly urbanising China and Southeast Asia, as well as Central and 

Eastern Europe (Tali & Pieranton, 2011). However, even such cases do not secure 

success e.g. total costs of the Elbphilharmonie in Hamburg that exceeded the initial 

price ten times, or vacancy of the Galaxy Soho in Beijing. Mcneill (2007) preferred the 

term ‘signature architects’ and characterized them as stylistically identifiable designers 
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who invoke analogies of a ‘worldwide collectability’ and global flows of specialized 

design knowledge.  

In this context, accompanied by expanding advance business services within 

the global interurban networks, (Knox & Taylor, 2005) searched for parallels between 

architectural practices and advanced business services. Such transnational 

circulations of experts technical models, design diagrams, and master plans can 

according to (Ponzini & Asorio, 2016) lead to homogenization of the urban 

environment. However, these circulations require detailed attention to local practices 

and mutual interactions with the local environment. Grubbauer (2015) argued that 

evaluation of transnational flows of planning ideas and spectacular architecture should 

not be disconnected from the construction industry, its local practices and available 

technologies. Thus, according to her, the analysis requires sensitivity to the 

construction of commodity chains that are closely linked to specific regulatory frames 

and socio-cultural contexts. 
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The transforming waterfront in Bratislava 

The fall of the Iron curtain has opened a new historically important chapter for Slovakia. 

Even among the rapidly transforming CEE countries, its trajectory is particularly 

dynamic. The democratization of society accompanied by the decentralization of 

power, the transition to capitalism, the formation of the sovereign state with the capital 

city of Bratislava, the EU membership, and the change between three currencies with 

the Euro being the last, all these events were compressed into only two decades after 

1989, and triggered fundamental spatial and socio-economic changes. Moreover, 

these were even accelerated by neoliberal measures put forward between 2002 and 

2006 by the right-wing government, especially by the minister of finance Ivan Mikloš, 

which boosted the economy alongside rising inequality within the country. The Slovak 

capital has been benefiting from this uneven geographical development by its rapid, 

though unsustainable, urban growth. The trap of the mushrooming suburban ring in 

the metropolitan region of the city has occurred simultaneously with dynamic intra-

urban transformations. 

The symbolic roots of the waterfront transformations in Bratislava date back to 

the political decision to locate the Slovak national theatre in the industrial zone called 

the Martanovicova riverfront, next to the urban port. The decision was formed during 

the 1970s and led to the organization of the international architectural competition. 

The winning proposal suggested a combination of the city centre expansion and 

further industrialization of the zone (see appendices picture 1). Construction works on 

the theatre started in April 1986, however, due to the collapse of the communist regime 

were frozen. What followed was a long process of endless discussions about the future 

of the theatre. Finally, after 21 years the theatre was opened to the public in April 2007.  

The current boom on the waterfront dates back to the early 2000s with a 

residential project built in the Karloveska cove (discussed later in the thesis). The 

redevelopment of the left riverbank then rapidly intensified: the Pribinova zone, the 

Chalupkova locality, the Dvorak riverfront, Zuckermandel, and Vydrica. Additionally, 

other parts of the waterfront are expected to be transformed in the medium and long-

term horizons: the New Lido area and the Winter port. The waterfront became for 

domestic real estate developers a matter of prestige. As one of the country managing 

directors mentioned: “Our presence among powerful players at the centre of the capital 
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gravity is a necessity”. Flagship projects of large developers, such as the Sky Park 

from Penta or River Park from J&T, became symbols of their position on the property 

market. The waterfront is also the key urban zone recognized in the planning 

documents. Here both riverbanks of the central part are considered as the New city 

centre. The analysis on the Sky Park project focuses on the swiftly closing rent-gap 

(Smith, 1979) at the heart of this area, situated on a junction between the historically 

protected Old town and growing Central Business District (for an overview of individual 

real estate projects see table 1). Before I discuss the selected case studies, I want to 

highlight four major emerging trends on the globalizing waterfront in Bratislava, that 

are worthy of further exploration. 

First, the social aspects: accumulation by dispossession through privatization 

of land and commodification of housing (Harvey, 2005). The developer-led 

redevelopment characteristic by its socio-economic and lifestyle segmentation 

produces commodified housing on privatized land on the waterfront. This capital 

accumulation, accompanied by value grabbing of the rent (Andreucci et al., 2017), 

leads to voluntary, or forceful expulsion of the lower-income middle class (Lees et al., 

2008). All in all, real estate developers targeting expatriates, affluent transnational 

migrants, and young urban professionals, contribute to new socio-spatial dynamics of 

residential segregation, as well as commercial segmentation by targeting the finance, 

insurance, and real-estate sectors (Swiss Re, PwC, Sygic, SAP, BNP Paribas and 

others) (see e.g. Oakley & Johnson, 2012; Gidel, 2011). 

  Second, the discursive aspects: asymmetric representations of urban futures. 

As I discussed elsewhere (Machala, 2016), in order to secure their long-term interests 

and change the existing negative image, real estate developers play a critical role in 

the production of urban imaginaries. Similarly to Copenhagen, the emphasis on the 

‘quality development’ (Desfor & Jorgensen, 2004) became an important discursive 

strategy. The public discourse is shaped by uneven power-relations and real-estate 

developers produce selective representations. At the same time, the nature of the 

municipality is transformed as it internalizes some of these externally produced 

arguments and discourses, by which this trend is reinforced.  
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Table 1: Overview of real estate projects located in the Chalupkova and Pribinova area 

 

Third, the urbanistic aspects: up-scaling real estate projects to large urban 

developments. The contemporary property-led waterfront redevelopment favours 

large-scale projects (e.g. Eurovea I. II., the New Lido, the Sky Park, the River Park). 

LUDs reduce costs through economies of scale and concentrate private resources on 

a single project with almost identical administrative procedures as the smaller ones. 

Furthermore, specialization of capacities increases chances for higher profit returns. 

However, hand in hand with high opportunities also go high risks, such as the 

unpredictability of demand preferences and vitality of markets at the initial stage of the 

project, or dependence on few local suppliers able to supply large constructions. In 

addition, as the developers become bigger, real estate projects get larger. Growing 

developers themselves require constant generation of income to cover the increasing 

running costs. Thus, the minimum threshold of investments growths with developers 

(Coiacetto 2007). 

Fourth, the symbolic-power aspects: production of the iconic landscapes 

through domestication of transnational circulations of stararchitects. Stararchitecture 

became a visible symptom of globalizing Bratislava. Today, almost every real estate 

project on the waterfront integrates some of the well-known architects (River Park – 
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Eric van Egeraat, Panorama City – Ricardo Bofill, Sky Park – Zaha Hadid, Twin City 

Tower – John Robertson). However, as the Chief architect of the city during the 

interview emphasized, the local ‘business as usual’ is to hire a stararchitect in the initial 

stage of a project, and after the idea has been drafted the local architects should adapt 

it according to the developer’s preferences (e.g. the case of River Park, or Twin City 

Tower). On the contrary, interviewed developers emphasized the transfer of know-

how gained from the cooperation. The narrative behind the Sky Park project created 

by the developer, argues for its parallels with the Guggenheim museum in Bilbao. The 

Sky Park project aims to become one of the symbols of the city that attracts visitors 

and increases revenues of the municipality. It is precisely this ‘Bilbao effect’ narrative 

that has been widely used for mobilization of local actors and legitimization of the 

property-led development (Swyngedouw, 2006). Despite the economic success of the 

Bilbao effect, the narrative has its important limits (Ponzini, 2010, Rodriguez et al., 

2001), and other projects designed by Zaha Hadid were also problematic e.g. Galaxy 

Soho in Beijing, or the Cardiff Bay Opera House (Mcneill & Tewdwe-Jones, 2003). The 

limits of such a simplifying comparison are in the context of the post-industrial Bilbao 

that was strategically transformed by the public alliance. Whereas, this alliance made 

the Guggenheim museum (derived from the Frank Lloyd Wright Guggenheim Museum 

in New York), the Sky Park project is on the contrary a property-led and project-centric 

initiative of a single developer without any comprehensive strategy. This makes 

therefore a critical distinction between the two projects. 

The following three chapters discuss in detail the three selected case studies. I 

start the analysis by explaining the institutional background behind the currently 

locked-in urban port in Bratislava. The port is generally considered to be the largest 

brownfield of the city. Here the multi-scalar capacity of public institutions to form a 

common vision for the port is central to the analysis. In contrast, the second case 

discusses the dynamically transforming Chalupkova locality which is neighbouring to 

the urban port. As the transformation is already in the advanced stage, the key focus 

of the analysis lies in the multi-scalar power relations between the real estate 

developer interests and the planning regulation. Similarly, the third case study of the 

Karloveska cove analyses these relations in terms of transformations of this rather 

contested case, accompanied by the struggle over its future. 
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The locked urban port 

A  brief history of the port 

The beginnings of steam transportation on the Danube river in Bratislava date back to 

the early 19th century. The port of Bratislava was, even in the 1880s, a primitive trans-

ship place with local importance where workers un-loaded goods from anchored 

vessels manually, or by using simple mechanisms (Lehotska & Pleva 1966). During 

the second half of the 19th century, Bratislava experienced a rapidly intensifying 

industrialization which required further investments into infrastructure. At the turn from 

the 19th to the 20th century, the port of Bratislava consisted of a passenger port and 

the Winter port, whose function was to protect vessels from an ice-shove and other 

natural threats. The Winter Port was built between 1897 – 1907 by the city of Bratislava 

and consisted of the North and South basin (see picture 1). In the beginning it was a 

primitive port, without any warehouses and a railway connection. Back then, the city 

of Bratislava and the state jointly shared control and responsibilities over the port. The 

municipality was the landlord and the state owned the machinery, warehouses, and 

infrastructure. In 1922 the state co-founded Ceskoslovenska dunajska paroblavebna, 

a company responsible for cargo transportation and expansion of trans-loading of 

goods on the Danube. However, soon after in the early 1930s the Great Depression 

hit trade and economy. Trans-loading of goods in the port during the depression 

significantly decreased (1931 – 790 256 ton; 1933 – 400 852 ton of goods) and 

contributed to the coal wars between Czechoslovakia and Hungary (Lehotska & Pleva 

1966). Moreover, the port competed with the port in Vienna, as goods coming from the 

Orient were transhipped to the railway in Bratislava and transported directly to polish 

Gdynia. 

During socialism, inland water transport was largely subsidised by the state. 

The state controlled localization of factories, and preference was given to localities 

along rivers. The new basin of the port, named Palenisko, was built between 1975 and 

1983. Before the collapse of the socialist regime, iron ore was the key commodity 

trans-loaded in the port and further transported to metalworks US Steel Kosice (former 

VSZ Kosice). After 1989, the volume of material flows in Slovak ports has, due to the 

collapse of the Soviet Union, rapidly fallen. The loss of trade based on socialist trade 

agreements, overall stagnation of markets during the 1990s, and the conflict in former 
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Yugoslavia, which disconnected the port from the Black sea, were the key causes 

behind the decline (Bossche & Merk, 2013).  

Today the port of Bratislava is, along with the ports in Komarno and Sturovo, 

one of three Slovak ports on the Danube. The vast majority of goods of all three ports 

is transloaded in Bratislava. The industrial part of the port spreads over roughly 205 

ha and consists of three parts: the old part called the Winter port; the new part named 

Palenisko, and a shipyard used for the restoration of vessels. Services offered in the 

Palenisko basin are based on handling of containers, mineral oil and oversized cargo. 

The share of the port in Bratislava on the total performance of all Slovak ports is about 

80% and its estimated utilization is less than 20% (CDPP 2010). Both Slovak cargo 

ports are export-oriented, and in case of the port of Bratislava 93% of goods (e.g. 

petroleum products, chemicals, chemical products, metal ores, and coke) are exported 

primarily to Austria and Germany (CDPP 2010). 

 

 

Locked in the institutional complex 

The key reason why the Winter Port in Bratislava is considered today as the largest 

brownfield site of the city has a political origin. The port has been temporarily locked 

by the political decision to divide the ownership of the land, from the ownership of the 

available infrastructure and super-infrastructure (such as cranes, roads, rails, 

warehouses etc.). Thus, whereas the infrastructure and super-infrastructure were in 

2001 privatized to a single company, which thereby gained a monopolistic position in 

Picture 1: The Winter Port 1950 – 2013; Resource: Historic orthophoto map, Geodis Slovakia; Historic LMS 
Topographic Institute Banska Bystrica; orthophoto map Eurosense a Geodis Slovakia 
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all three Slovak ports (Slovak Shipping and Ports JSC), the land has been further kept 

in the state’s ownership (Public Ports JSC). Moreover, the port has been locked not 

only by this hybrid privatization, which divided the ownership within the port, but 

extensively by long-term rental agreements of its land. As a consequence, 83% of the 

port has, though temporarily but long-termly, ended up in the hands of private 

companies (see diagram 1). The largest share, 64% of the port, is rented to Slovak 

Shipping and Ports until 2031. The company therefore not only operates with the 

privatized infrastructure and super-infrastructure as a single port operator, but it also 

temporarily controls more than half of the port as a long-term tenant. This company 

was established in 1922 by the state and privatized with available infrastructure and 

super-infrastructure in 2001. The second-largest private tenant within the port was 

Dunaj Petrol Trade which supposed to rent 20% of its land until 2056. However, due 

to the breaking of agreement conditions by the leaseholder, the port authority 

denounced the agreement in 2009 and took the land back under its control.  

The port authority, Public Ports, was in 2008 founded by the state and is in the 

Ministry of Transport and Construction’s competence. Due to the hybrid privatization 

the port authority has only limited space to realize the company’s mission, and the 

port, therefore, appears set to become the largest brownfield site of the city. One of 

the company’s key aims is to become the administrator of the port with full ownership 

of the land as well as infrastructure and super-infrastructure3. However, today’s 

negotiations between the port authority Public Ports and the Slovak Shipping and 

Ports are behind closed doors, and until now any common agreement on the operation 

of the port has not been achieved. Thus, the port continues to stay temporarily locked. 

                                                            
3 The Developmental conception of public ports favours the “Tool port model” of port administration with high 
public control over the port. In this model the port administrator owns and develops infrastructure and 
superinfrastructure of the port, and transloading and storing of goods is provided by individual operators who 
rent facilities from the administrator. The DaHar project suggested the “Landlord model” for the port 
administration in Bratislava. In this case the port authority acts as a regulatory body and the landlord owns the 
infrastructure. The infrastructure is usually leased to private companies who maintain their own 
superinfrastructure. 
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Diagram 1: The institutional complex of the port in Bratislava 

 

Fragmented multi-level governance  

The gatekeeper of the port’s transformations is the Ministry of Transport and 

Construction of the Slovak Republic. The ministry controls the port not only through 

the strategic and legal level, by issuing national strategies and laws regulating the 

inland water transport, but through its wholly-owned subsidiary, the port authority, as 

the landlord of the port. Moreover, the port is legally considered as a strategic property 

of the state and even its partial privatization must be approved by the government 

itself. Thus, the key decisions about the future of this locality will be taken on the state 

level, which will ultimately trigger its transition.  

 After the fall of state socialism, water transport in Slovakia became, in 

comparison to road and train transport, marginalized to the very edge of political 

prioritization. The prime example of the overall decline was a closure of a shipyard in 

the city of Komarno (2012) where approximately 3.5 thousand jobs related to the 

shipyard were lost. This also had essential consequences on the Ministry Department 

responsible for water transport. Based on the interview with its director, the department 

is still recovering from the long-term stagnation caused by the loss of a whole base of 

experts and qualified employees at the ministry and the Slovak ports. Today, only 

about 60 employees at the state-level work on the development of water transport. 
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This is slowly changing since the accession of Slovakia to the EU. After joining the EU, 

new financial frameworks have opened to the department and its subsidiaries. This, 

however, requires a clear strategic vision defined in up to date strategic documents, 

as well as a co-financing of the state. Consequently, the key agenda of the department 

today is its strategic adaptation to the EU strategies, so it becomes an eligible recipient 

of the external resources. All in all, the lack of domestic resources and political 

prioritization of water transport has led to a necessity to fully synchronize the 

departments’ strategic agendas with the EU level. 

 The director of the department for water transport formulated the official position 

of the ministry on the Winter Port as a protection of the status quo until the above 

discussed property-legal relations will be solved and new substitution for capacities of 

the Winter Port will be built. This, however, does not contradict the long term strategic 

vision of the port that expects the Winter Port to be redeveloped in the future. The 

prospective transition of the Winter Port, therefore, opens a question to what extent is 

its vision coordinated with other levels of government, and how individual planning 

departments on various scales increase the legitimacy of such a vision. The director 

of the department further underlined that the legal and strategic framework, the 

institutional competences, and the ownership of the land, are all concentrated in the 

state’s hands. By this he demonstrated the sovereign position of the state in the 

decision making processes on the future of the urban port. The emphasis on the role 

of land ownership above urban planning became evident from respondents of other 

scales of government as well.  

Despite the above-regional importance of the waterfront being recognized in 

the planning documents of the city and region, the real influence of the regional scale 

appeared to be, during the interviews with the heads of both planning departments of 

the Bratislava self-governing region, rather formal and if not marginal. Interestingly, 

regulation of the above-regional functions, e.g. buildings of metropolitan importance, 

is regulated by zonal plans and these are in the competence of city districts4. Both 

respondents, the head of the strategic as well as the spatial planning department of 

the self-governing region, agreed that the agenda related to the waterfront 

                                                            
4 The City Districts, through the handled competence of the state, issue the building permit. However, since 2006 
the City Districts are not allowed to issue the permit without a mandatory permission issued by the city. The 
only case when the City Districts do not need the mandatory permission, is in case the plot is regulated by a 
zonal plan. In such case can the construction office issue the construction permit directly. 
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transformations is not their priority. However the port is, even by the planners of the 

self-governing region, recognized as the key site, but no particular strategic approach 

is enforced. On the other hand, the city and the city districts are regarding the land use 

regulation to be the key of public levels of government. The city holds the key 

regulatory documents, the strategic plan and the city land use plan, in its hands. 

Nevertheless, the department of strategic planning faces severe capacity issues, and 

its de facto influence is substantially limited. The head of this department during the 

interview revealed that:  

“Today, the Department of strategic planning in its nature actually does not 

exist. Our department obtained this competence only recently and our staff 

operate primarily still as a planning department focused on land use. Urban 

strategies are, similarly to the whole city management, highly dependent on 

political agendas and the four year political cycles.” 

The capacity issues were also the key challenge mentioned by the head of the city 

department of transport. The interview revealed that the port is, even in the key 

transport document of the city, discussed only marginally:  

“The development of cargo water transport is not on our agenda and the city 

has more or less nothing to do with it. The city doesn’t have any particular 

document devoted to the port development. The reason might be the ownership 

issue where the state is in charge. Thus, conceptually it is in the hands of the 

state.” 

The lack of multi-level governance became evident from respondents across all scales 

of government. The Head of the Department of Cross-sectoral Priorities from the 

Deputy prime minister’s office highlighted not only existing sectoral, but also regional 

fault lines that exist – between and within – public institutions in Slovakia. The 

conducted evidence backed up this statement. The director of the department for 

water transport from the Ministry of Transport and Construction, quite clearly stated 

that the ministry does not consider  initiating institutional integration or cooperation 

with lower scales of public administration, other than the already existing formal one. 

The possibility that the city could step into the port authority through the joint venture 

as a shareholder is considered neither by the city, nor the state, and it’s therefore 

unlikely to happen. The conducted evidence, therefore, suggests that communication 

between individual public institutions is primarily based on formal and hierarchical 

power relations. None of the institutions considered initialising a horizontal platform of 
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inter-institutional cooperation that would equalize the institutional complex of the port. 

Despite the fact that the ministry is aware of the situation and attempted to improve 

the communication through the agreements in cooperation with the Slovak port cities5, 

neither the head of the city strategy planning nor the head of the city department of 

transport were aware of these agreements.  

An example of lacking governance is a compilation of planning regulation for 

the Winter Port. Almost on a regular basis, architectonic ateliers introduce possible 

imaginaries of its future. The relatively recent futuristic visualisation (see picture 2) 

resurfaced the question about the future of the Winter Port. This visualisation, created 

by the Revay Architects6, ‘woke up’ local conservationists in the Ruzinov district’s 

parliament and in 2017 they initiated a zonal plan compilation for the port in Bratislava. 

As the head of the planning department of Ruzinov explained, two independent zonal 

plans aimed to regulate the port: one for the Winter port, another for the Palenisko 

basin. However, at the time when the city district initiated the compilation of the zonal 

plans, the port authority Public Ports already had two masterplans compiled in 2015. 

About those neither the head of the planning department of Ruzinov nor the Chief 

architect of the city was aware. Additionally, once the city department of urban 

planning changes the function in the city land-use plan (from industrial to mixed-use), 

the lower planning documents, zonal plans, became irrelevant. This only contributes 

to the overall picture of how critical the hierarchical power dynamics in urban planning 

really is, and how the land ownership dominates the logics of planning regulation. 

Picture 2 Left: The Winter port Resource Gero P.; Right visualisation is done by Revay Architects 

 

                                                            
5 Bratislava, Komarno, Sturovo 
6 According to the principal author of the visualisation, on which in sum five architects worked, the submission 
from an anonymous investor was to create something unique, significant, futuristic that would attract young 
urban professionals and expatriates. 
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The ‘relational rift’ in urban planning  

The future trajectories of the urban port have most likely two directions. On the one 

hand, strengthening its logistic functions, and on the other its transition into a mixed 

use urban zone. Yet both require a clear strategic vision, as well as land use regulation 

within the city region. But which entrepreneurial strategies drive such change, and how 

are they spatially embedded?  

The inland water transport is in macro-regional strategic documents of the EU7, 

considered as a sustainable alternative to the dominant truck transport. The EU has 

set up a goal of 60% of greenhouse gasses reduction by 2050 (compared to 1990), 

and the increase of cargo volumes on inland waterways is supposed to contribute to 

this target. Such an aim also requires an improvement of multimodal connectivity of 

urban ports on the Danube. Similarly, the sectoral strategic documents for the 

development of water transport in Slovakia8 also emphasize its environmentally less 

harmful impacts and reduction of energy consumption. Nevertheless, as already 

discussed, the political prioritization of water transport is in Slovakia marginal.  

The national as well as city-regional planning documents9 suggest the re-

concentration of the logistic functions within the port into the Palenisko basin, and 

expect the extension of the post-industrial waterfront by redevelopment of the Winter 

Port. However, the lack of a comprehensive vision of the working port with its regional 

socio-economic implications, was lately pointed out in the OECD report (Bossche et. 

al., 2013). Consequently, neither national nor regional or urban scales promote 

policies that would link the logistic functions with broader economic development of 

the region. Thus, the land use regulation and urban planning decisions do not consider 

the port in the city-regional perspective, but only as an isolated locality. Such practices 

do not secure the hinterland for the port, and contribute to the weakening of its possible 

regional linkages.  

                                                            
7 For example: Roadmap to a single European transport area, Navigation and inland waterway action 
and development in Europe, the European union strategy for Danube region 
8 Strategic plan for transport development in Slovakia until 2030; Strategic plan for development of 

transportation infrastructure in Slovakia until 2020; Development Conception of Waterborne 
Transportation in Slovakia; Development Conception of Public Ports; and Plans for development and 
effective usage of public ports in Bratislava, Komarno, Sturovo 
9 Development Conception of Waterborne Transportation in Slovakia; Development Conception of 

Public Ports; Plans for development and effective usage of public ports in Bratislava, Komarno, Sturovo 
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On the other hand, the opportunity to extend the relatively small city center of the 

Slovak capital is recognised. Planning documents of the city and the self-governing 

region agree upon the city-regional importance of the waterfront redevelopment. A 

combination of planning regulation of both scales, favours a concentration of high-rise 

buildings, congress centres, and headquarters of trans-national institutions on the 

waterfront. Thus, the planning regulation boosts scenic and panoramic aspects of the 

waterfront redevelopment in a city-regional perspective. However, the role of the self-

governing region in the waterfront redevelopment is in comparison to the city marginal. 

The self-governing region frames its position around support of tourism and passenger 

water transport. Despite its up to date strategic documents, its real impact in this intra-

urban change is highly limited. The Department of Spatial Planning of the region 

considered regulation of the waterfront from their scale of planning regulation (1:50 

000) as inadequate. The land use regulation is therefore in the hands of the city which 

uses the city land use plan (1:10 000) as the key planning tool for regulation of 

investments in urban development. In the focus of the city planning department lies 

urban qualities of individual projects that must be in line with the current land use plan 

(2007), based on the Strategy for Development of the Capital City (1999). Thus, the 

current narrative of the waterfront redevelopment is primarily based on this framework 

– emphasizing the quality of the property led development.  

Interviews with the decision-makers of urban development exposed a 

powerless implementation of strategic planning. The strategic plan of the city (PHSR) 

is considered as a formal document with a questionable execution in urban 

development. Even respondents from the city or city district were rather sceptical to 

its de facto implementation. Some respondents labelled  the document as “broad”, and 

therefore “empty”. The strategic plan is in the decision-making processes only 

recommendatory, and its real influence is questionable. One of the interviewed 

influential real estate developers expressed his experience with following words:  

„I haven’t really seen the PHSR document and I don’t even know about this 

document. What we care about is the city land use plan and transport 

documentation – that’s it. The strategic plan of the city is only a paper and the 

municipality does not foster any particular strategy in our negotiations. No-one 

really cares about strategic documents of the city, they are really something 

virtual.“ 
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The evidence suggests that the strategic plan is, in urban development, overlooked or 

directly ignored. It is argued, that the strategic plan is, in comparison to the city land 

use plan, not a law. Its execution ultimately becomes an exercise of power relations 

behind the negotiating table. Respondents from the municipality argued that its 

consistent execution would lead to numerous legal disputes with developers. In such 

a case municipality planners would be confronted with elite lawyers of investors. 

Consequently, such a highly uneven nature of the decision making processes leads 

to reduction of urban development to legal interpretation of the land use plan. Thus, 

instead of municipality planners, the corporate architects and lawyers take a lead in 

planning the urban development of Bratislava. 

The evidence ultimately suggests the existence of a ‘relational rift’ between the 

role of the strategic and land use plan in urban development. Whereas the city land 

use plan is the key regulatory document that functionally regulates the whole territory 

of the city, the strategic plan is frequently overlooked and depends on institutional 

competencies of the city or the self-governing region. The strategic plans became 

conditional for public capital flows; primarily external resources such as the EU funds. 

However, the current waterfront redevelopment in Bratislava is driven by the capitalist 

logics of private capital flows, and for them the strategic plan is not conditional. The 

evidence is also underpinned by the recently published strategic document on urban 

development in Slovakia. The Ministry of Transport and Construction did a survey 

among Slovak cities, and one of the questions targeted the role of strategic plans in 

their decision making processes on urban development. The majority of respondents 

put the role of actual needs and challenges above strategic plans, and therefore short-

term above long-term priorities (see picture 3).  
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Picture 3: The role of strategic plans in the decision making processes on urban development 

Resource: The concept of urban development in Slovakia until 2030 

Additionally, the strategic document is a relatively novel planning tool. During socialism 

the land use plan was the key spatial instrument of urban development. Whereas 

before 1989 the state had a monopolistic position on spatial allocation of resources, 

after the revolution the urban landscape has been transformed by competition of 

multiple actors of urban development. Thus, the rift contributes to the better 

understanding of why it is, as one respondent from the city department of urban 

planning said, “The vision of the city is determined by land owners” and not by urban 

planners.  
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Localizing Zaha Hadid on a regulatory captured waterfront  

The contemporary waterfront re-development in Bratislava is driven by multiple 

project-centric and profit-maximizing interests of primarily domestic real estate 

developers. The relationship between the interests of the real estate industry and 

urban planning regulators is especially poignant when it comes to the decision-making 

processes behind LUDs that have been emerging on the waterfront since the 

beginning of the new millennium. One of the most recent ones is the flashy Sky Park 

project, designed by Zaha Hadid Architects and developed by Penta Real Estate. 

Similar to other large-scale waterfront projects in Bratislava, this case reveals how the 

decisions of public regulators are systemically developer-friendly. This evidence is 

illustrative for the on-going property-led waterfront re-development in Bratislava. 

Unlike Amsterdam (Desfor & Jorgensen, 2004), Toronto (Laidley, 2007), or 

Hamburg (Schubert, 2011), the transforming urban waterfront in Bratislava is not led 

by any particular place-based strategy, or public development agency. However, the 

narrative of the city’s land use plan regulates the waterfront “for functions of the new 

European metropolis on the Danube” (p.5, part C). Both city and regional-level 

planning documents highlight its representative functions, high scenic value, above-

regional importance, and the opportunity for extending the city centre. In particular, 

their land-use plans favour a concentration of congress centres, high-rise buildings, 

and headquarters of public institutions as well as transnational corporations on the 

waterfront. All things considered, urban planning regulations boost scenic and 

panoramic aspects of the waterfront through the emphasis on quality architecture, 

functions of high added value, and placement of the key institutions. As a 

consequence, the currently emerging entrepreneurial narrative, which 

overemphasizes the role of the built environment in delivering prosperity, is 

underpinned by the above-described framing of the city’s land use plan. 

The origins of the here introduced narrative trace back to 2008, when the Old 

city district initiated a zonal regulation for a roughly 22 ha large abandoned area known 

as the Chalupkova locality10. Prior to this initiative the interests of the key domestic 

                                                            
10 Despite the fact that Chalupkova lays within the administrative boundaries of the Ruzinov city district, 
external impacts of investments were higher on the Old city district, and therefore was the zonal regulation in 
its competence. 
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real estate developers11 were to amalgamate individual plots within Chalupkova. At 

the time of the land acquisition, the existing land use regulation did not allow the newly 

built buildings which stand there today. The path towards the materialization of the Sky 

Park project that stood behind reshaping of the planning regulation is in the focus of 

this analysis. 

The city land use plan, approved by the municipality parliament in 2007, to a 

large extent already predetermined transformation of the locality towards a mixed use 

development. The scale of the land use plan 1:10 000 in combination with a functional 

regulation12 of the locality without any detailed urbanism for the site,  required a zonal 

regulation13. Both real estate developers independently initiated an elaboration of two 

urbanistic studies14. An urbanistic study (which formally precedes compilation of a 

zonal plan) for the larger southern part Chalupkova was compiled during 2007-2008. 

According to the authors, two key ideas guided the compilation of the underlying 

urbanistic study. First, an extension of mixed-use functions in this formerly industrial 

zone. Second, due to contaminated soil in the area (an environmental legacy of an 

aerial bombing of the Apollo refinery during World War II, see appendices pictures 2 

and 3, and map 1), the study suggested a conditional development. This meant a 

flexibilization of regulations (higher maximal indexes15) in exchange for the 

decontamination of the soil to minus 10 meters. Thus, the idea was to encourage real-

estate developers to decontaminate the soil in exchange for a softening of the 

regulation.  

The completed urbanistic study was delivered to the planning department of the 

municipality in 2008 and was supposed to serve as a foundational document for an 

update of the city land use plan16, and later compilation of the zonal plan. However, it 

took twice as much time than it usually takes to finish the zonal plan, so only after 10 

years, in 2018, it finally became a legal document. During this period, Sky Park 

                                                            
11 Penta Investments and HB Reavis 
12 Code 501:  mixed-use development 
13 The land use plan of the city defines localities where zonal regulation is recommended – the Chalupkova 
zone is among them 
14 The northern part of Chalupkova was elaborated for HB Reavis by a private company Aurex, and the 
southern part for Penta by a private company Jela 
15 Increase from 3.6 to 3.9 
16 Changes and amendments 02 of the land use plan were effective from January 2012 
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obtained all necessary permissions, so at the moment the zonal plan was launched, 

all had already been set.  

Before discussing details of the planning procedures driven by planning 

departments on a city and city district scale, the formation of a private vision led by 

project-centric interests of the real estate developer is essential for understanding the 

multi-scalar power dynamics.  

In parallel to the compilation of the planning documents, the real estate 

developer Penta Investments organized an open private architectonic competition for 

the site between 2008 and 2010. The competition attracted some of the internationally 

well-known architectonic ateliers. The decision-making process of the competition had 

two juries – one evaluated business returns, other considered architectonic aspects. 

Despite the participation of the former chief architect of the city, the city district as a 

legal body in charge of the zonal regulation was not invited to be a member of the jury. 

Above all, both juries were under control of the investor. The winning proposal, 

designed by Zaha Hadid Architects, suggested amorphous solitaire towers for the site 

(see picture 4). This solitaire architecture became an important subject of power-

negotiations between urban planners form the municipality and architects of the real-

estate developer. The city land use plan regulates the locality in favour of compact 

blocks of houses that supposed extend the neighbouring Old town with the new city 

centre. Thus, the proposal of solitary amorphous architecture was questionably in line 

with the regulation of city land use plan. This central issue of negotiations between the 

developer and municipality uncovered the uneven nature of power-relations in the 

decision-making processes.  

 
Picture 4: Visualisation of the Sky Park project; resource: www.pentainvestments.com  
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This mismatch was raised by several urban planners, who openly questioned 

whether the final proposal was in line with the city’s land use plan. They also admitted 

that the architect’s star reputation partly served as a powerful tool in the decision-

making process. The role of urban planners has, according to some respondents due 

to asymmetric power relations behind the negotiations table, shifted ‘from planners to 

lawyers’. In other words, the profession has been reduced to a more legal, technical 

interpretation of the land use plan. Respondents from the municipality who attended 

these negotiations expressed their position with following words: „In case of large-

scale projects it’s like machinery and we are in a position of figurants“ another 

respondent said “The negotiation power has in production and enforcement of large 

urban projects a critical role. The pressure of the powerful in negotiations 

accompanied by layers is often enormous. (…) The degree of our influence in 

communication reflects or depends on the strictness of investors interests”. These 

statements offer important insights into the atmosphere of the negotiations and at the 

same time create a context in which is the land-use regulation re-shaped. 

At this point, it is useful to look closer at the compilation of the land-use 

regulation. Here two important aspects are distinguished – namely, the planning and 

legal aspects. First, the planning aspects are related to the integration of the urbanistic 

study into the land use plan, led by the planning department of the city, which was a 

highly selective process. According to the authors of the urbanistic study, two key 

regulatory conditions have not been integrated into the update of the city land-use 

plan: 1) an upper limit for buildings heights within the zone was left out. As already 

mentioned, the urbanistic study suggested a conditional increase in the coefficient 

from max. 3.6 to the max. 3.9 if a real-estate developer decontaminates soil up to 

minus 10 meters; 2) a buffer zone from an electric transformer (30 metres) has been 

left out of the regulation. Thus, today one of the Sky Park’s towers is allowed to be 

built within the buffer zone of the transformer. Secondly, selective integration of 

planning conditions favourable to private interests (within the Changes and 

amendments 02 of the city land-use plan – the second update of the land use plan) 

could be reintegrated with the missing conditions by the city district in the zonal 

regulation.  

Here the legal aspects resurface. Despite the missing integration of the above-

mentioned conditions into the city land use plan, the city district could integrate them 
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into the zonal plan (the zonal regulation is in the competence of city districts). In 2012, 

immediately, after the second update of the land use plan, the city district initiated 

finalization of the zonal plan for the Chalupkova zone. The already compiled zonal 

plan was, according to standard procedures, sent to the District Authority. This legal 

body is obliged to decide within 30 days, whether or not the zonal plan is legally and 

formally faultless. It is the last procedural step before the city district parliament is 

eligible to approve and legalize a zonal plan. However, the District Authority did not 

act within the legally bounded period and therefore stopped the legalization of the 

zonal plan. This legalization of the zonal plan was due to the inaction of the District 

Authority between 2012 and 2015 paralyzed. Several respondents (independently 

from each other) blamed the real-estate developer for stopping the District Authority 

from the approval. 

The change came with communal elections in 2014. The city department of 

urban planning did not coordinate further progress with the Old town district and 

together with the newly elected mayor issued between 2015 and 2016 mandatory 

permissions for Sky Park. Thus, whereas the finished zonal plan (incompatible with 

the winning proposal from Zaha Hadid architects) was waiting for the last procedural 

step – the approval from the District Authority, the municipality issued the key legal 

permissions that avoided the zonal regulation. Once a real estate project obtains such 

legal permission it is mandatory for the city district to integrate them into the planning 

documentation. As the zonal regulation was not approved at that moment, the city 

district was obliged to do so. This process of multi-scalar power dynamics secured 

integration of the winning proposal (Sky Park) into the already completed but not 

legally valid zonal plan. This allowed to reshape the original zonal plan in favour of the 

winning proposal (see picture 5) and thereby torpedoed the efforts of the city district. 

Finally, the zonal plan obtained the green light from the District Authority and in 

February 2018 the city-district parliament approved and legalized this regulatory 

document. At the moment when the zonal plan became legal, vast majority of the 

projects in the Chalupkova locality already had mandatory permissions, and therefore 

the zonal plan did not apply to them. Thus, instead of the usual 5 years, the compilation 

of the zonal regulation of Chalupkova took more than 10 years with the questionable 

legitimization of the whole process of urban planning regulation (for a summary of the 

procedures see table 2). 
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Picture 5 Left: the urbanistic study proposal 2008; Right: the approved zonal plan 2018 

 

 
Table 2: Summary of the planning procedures  

 

 

City District Private Compiler Investor 

Land Use Plan Changes & Amendments 02 Zonal Plan Urbanistic Study Open Private Competition

2007
a) 1:10 000 b) mix-used 

c) Density index 

Urbanistic Study compilation - 

started

2008 Zonal Plan compilation
Urbanistic Study compilation - 

finished

2009

2010
September 2010: winning proposal - 

Zaha Hadid Architects 

2011

2012 Changes became effective Stopped

2013

2014

2015

2016

2017

2018 Zonal Plan accomplished

Mandatory Permissions issued

Municipality

Urbanistic Study - integration 

into the City Land Use Plan

Open Private Architectonic 

Competition 

On hold
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The Karloveska cove: a struggle for the gateway to the water 

The cove in the Karlova Ves city district is an environmentally valuable locality on the 

outskirts of the city center. Part of it has been designated an environmental protection 

of European importance, and the Sihot island located here has been since 1886 a 

source of a drinking water for the north-west part of the city. The cove has a historical 

relation to water sports. Since 1880 this place has been dedicated to sport related 

activities and leisure. Generations of successful water sportsmen who represented 

Slovakia and Czechoslovakia at prestigious international sports events, trained and 

honed their skills here. Today, two historical shipyards under national cultural heritage 

protection – Tatran and the canoe shipyard of Karlova Ves along with the Comenius 

University shipyard, have become home for local water enthusiasts. The city land use 

plan frames its sport functions and leisure in a citywide perspective. However, the 

recent development in the locality was accompanied with a struggle over its future. 

The following lines discuss in detail how the city and the city district steadily paved the 

path for the profit seeking interests of the real estate developer. I uncover how 

systemic the developer friendly decisions in the urban planning process became. 

Transformation of the Karloveska cove began between 2004 and 2006 with two 

residential condominiums built at the central part of the cove. The project was one of 

the first contemporary developments on the waterfront in Bratislava. Back then the 

locality was regulated on the scale 1:25 000 by the city land use plan approved in 

1993. The project centric interests of the real estate developer required the compilation 

of an urbanistic study for the site. The urbanistic study framed the area on the scale 

1:1000, and it therefore became the most detailed regulatory document for the locality. 

Having said that, the first discrepancy in the planning process was between the size 

of the condominiums in the study and in reality. This was allowed by the nonbinding 

position of an urbanistic study in the building act. Thus, the urbanistic study served as 

a planning tool legitimizing the initial stage of the transformation. 

The interests of the real estate developer within the locality however, did not 

end with the first project. The subsequent land acquisition eastwards and westwards 

suggested further expansion of the development. But before the developer officially 

requested the plot from the city district, an important change in the planning documents 

was approved. In 2007 the new land use plan of the city was approved. The scale of 
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the city land use plan has been changed from the previous 1:25 000 to 1:10 000, and 

the urbanistic study for the Karloveska cove area was integrated into the main body of 

the document (see pictures 6, 7, 8). These changes actively contributed to further 

expansion of the Karloveska cove redevelopment in two ways. First, enlargement of 

the 501 code (mixed use functions) at the expense of 401 (sport & leisure). Second, 

the detail – the scale of the regulation was lifted up from 1:1000 to 1:10 000. It must 

be however mentioned, that due to the nonbinding role of the urbanistic study the 

compulsory  scale of planning regulation for the locality changed with the scale of the 

city land use plan from 1:25 000 to 1:10 000. Nevertheless, the integration of the 

urbanistic study into the land use plan caused a loss of the detailed resolution for the 

locality. This, for example, meant that a suggested shipyard western from the two 

condominium projects was erased from the planning documents and replaced only by 

a functional regulation. 

It took only three months between the new city land use plan being approved 

and the real estate developer officially requesting the city district to purchase the plot 

next to the existing condominiums, and only a further two months before the district 

mayor suggested selling the plot to the developer. The mayor of the city district had a 

key role in the land acquisition process. A new shipyard became her key argument to 

sell the plot to the private investor directly. However, any specific proposal of the 

shipyard was part of the deal. Despite this, the site was indeed at the end sold directly 

to the real estate developer without any competition. The developer friendly approach 

accompanying the land acquisition was magnified by issuing a mandatory permission 

for the new residential project and a permission to cut publicly owned trees, before the 

developer paid for the land to the city. The obligation for the land acquisition was paid 

only after the investor obtained both permissions. This was almost exactly one year 

after the contract was signed. Thus the city and city districts played a critical role in 

fostering the private interests to become a reality. 

The proposed second real estate project was an identical building as to the two 

already built residential condominiums (see picture 9), however, on a site with a 

different planning regulation. The site was regulated by the 401 and 501 codes. 

Despite the fact that the site had the two different codes, the city planning department 

issued in 2010 the mandatory permission without knowing what exactly and where it 

would be built, and therefore without knowing how exactly the developer aimed to fulfil 
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the regulation. This it was later criticised by the prosecutor who blasted the issuing of 

this mandatory permission. For everyone involved it became clear that the suggested 

project was not aimed at sportsmen. Even the executive director of the real estate 

developer stated for the national newspapers that anyone can purchase an apartment 

in the project17. However, since 2011 the definition of the 401 code has been changed, 

and only service apartments and civic amenities up to 10% of the area are allowed. 

The definition also explicitly prohibits residential housing to be built there.  

 

 

Picture 6, 7 Up and Left: The urbanistic study (2003); Picture 8 Right: The city land use plan (2007) 

 

The above described developer friendly approach of the city and the city district 

resulted in a petition of local citizens. These were not only activists, but also citizens 

already living there who felt that the suggested project threatened the gateway to the 

water. Already the name of the petition clearly expressed their worries: “Save the 

gateway to the Danube for citizens in the Karloveska cove”. The uneven struggle of 

local citizens turned out to be critical for transparency of the redevelopment. The 

prosecutor, who acted on the initiative of the local citizens, in 2012 blasted the 

mandatory permission issued by the city and requested the compilation of a zonal plan 

                                                            
17 Tkáčiková, L. (2010. October 8). Boj o Karloveskú zátoku sa pre voľbami spolitizoval, SME. Retrieved from: 
www.bratislava.sme.sk 
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for the locality. What followed however, only contributes to the overall picture of this 

story on how important it is to understand the power-networks that reshape the 

planning regulations. First, the city department of urban planning initially refused to 

annul the mandatory permission, but after the prosecutor announced the mandatory 

permission as unlawful, it was de jure forced to do so. Second, the selection of the 

zonal plan compiler was in public procurement based on the price criterium. This 

allowed the developer friendly architects to join the competition with dumping prices 

e.g. the lowest 1 500 € for two years of work. Moreover, the winner of the competition 

with the second cheapest price-offer was arbitrarily chosen by the district’s mayor. The 

chosen team of architects for compilation of the zonal plan was the same team which 

compiled the urbanistic study for the first two residential condominiums. Thus, not only 

did the legal conditions allow the developer friendly architects to win the competition 

for the zonal plan compilation, but the district mayor again actively stepped in to the 

decision making process by favouring the developer’s interests. 

 

Picture 9: The suggested project, resource: www.skyscrapercity.com 

 

Today, the public shipyard financed from the sale of the land was not built where 

the urbanistic study originally suggested, next to the two residential condominiums, 

but further away from the riverbank. The land between the shipyard and the Danube 

is owned by the real estate developer, so the shipyard can be still possibly cut off from 

the water. Despite the fact the real estate project has not been built yet, important 

implications of the relationship between the real estate developer’s interests and urban 

planning process can be already discussed. The marginalization of the dominant 



 
54 

function defined in the city land use plan, is driven by the profit seeking interests of the 

developer. The city and the city district played, in fostering these interests, an essential 

role though. The process of land acquisition, the mandatory permission issued before 

the obligation was paid to the city, the planning practices favouring the exchange value 

of the land, the decisions of the district mayor favouring the private interests, 

uncovered how systemic the developer friendly attitude in urban planning practice 

really is. The above discussed evidence shows how the multiscalar power dynamics 

in the decision making process favours and secures extraction of the exchange value 

through urban planning procedures.  
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Conclusions  

The ongoing waterfront redevelopment in Bratislava is an integral part of the 

global mosaic of changing urban waterfronts. For already three decades its landscape 

has been gradually exposed to globally circulating capital, knowledge, and policies. 

Localization of transnational circulations of stararchitects has become one of the 

recent symptoms of the globalizing waterfront. Stararchitecture often promises to 

deliver a new panacea for local urban futures. Eye catching projects, such as the here 

introduced Sky Park designed by Zaha Hadid Architects, are being sold to the local 

citizens through the narratives known from elsewhere, and ultimately contribute to the 

changing relationship between the urban economy and urban design. Whereas 

throughout centuries the quality of the urban environment and iconic design was an 

outcome of economic growth, in the recent era of globalization urban design is used 

as a means of economic development (Gospodini, 2002). Originally initiated by the 

real estate industry, the property-led development narrative is now put forward by the 

emerging entrepreneurial spirit of the city of Bratislava. The aesthetization of the built 

environment is expected to deliver socio-economic growth and prosperity. Such 

argumentation, however, changes the relationship between the real estate industry 

and urban planning. By adapting the argumentation, the planning regulations actively 

foster the role of the exchange value in the changing urban land nexus (Scott & Storper 

2015), and ultimately increase risks of real estate speculations in urban development 

(Heeg, 2011). 

I framed here the contemporary capital accumulation into luxury mixed-use 

projects for the new urban upper middle class living on the waterfront in Bratislava 

within the structural changes of global capitalism that resurfaced during the late 1960s 

and early 1970s in Atlantic North. Due to the expansive and spatially uneven nature 

of capitalism, landscapes across the globe have been adopting to the new needs of 

the economy unevenly. The inner city problem in the West became symptomatic of 

the decayed industrial factories, abandoned docks, and empty warehouses on their 

post-industrial waterfronts (Tweedale, 1988). The crisis of the Fordist-Keynesian 

regime of accumulation was temporarily solved through the switching of capital into 

the secondary circuits of capital – the built environment (Harvey, 1978; 2005). 

Consequently, spectacular large urban developments and real estate became the key 
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intermediary between the thriving role of financial capital, and value extracting 

interests from the ground rent (Aalbers & Haila 2018). This novel type of capital 

accumulation became particularly apparent on urban waterfronts, which ultimately 

became glocal frontiers of temporarily fixed capital (Malone, 1997; Merrifield, 1993).  

According to (Desfor et al., 2011) processes that change ‘fixities’ are central to 

the understanding of waterfront transformations, but also to general processes of 

social change. He conceptualized them as inherently active, perpetually destroyed and 

produced. The perspective ‘fixities and flow’ looked at the dialectical relations between 

mobile and immobile aspects of an environment where „a variety of fixities (such as 

built environments, institutional and regulatory structures, and cultural practices) and 

flows (such as processes of capital accumulation, information, labour, finance capital, 

energy, and knowledge) are central categories of a conceptual framework for 

understanding change, particularly on the waterfront, but also more generally in urban 

regions" (Desfor et al., 2011; pp. 5–6). I explored here the concept of spatio-temporal 

fix (Harvey, 2005; Jessop, 2006), as a particular mechanism of capitalism through 

which space becomes an essential category of global capitalism. The dialectical 

relation between the necessity of capital to fix itself in space in order to overcome it, is 

one of the central contradiction of the expanding nature of capitalism (Harvey, 2001).  

Yet in the thesis I recognized that transforming waterfronts have become not 

only passive beneficiaries of fixing capital flows, but importantly outcomes of 

entrepreneurial strategies and neoliberal urban planning (Harvey, 1989; Jessop, 1998; 

Golubchikov, 2010). Thus, I separated the growth logics of capital accumulation from 

the entrepreneurial practices of governments on multiple scales. This distinction 

between the capitalist and the territorial logics of power (Jessop, 1999; Harvey, 2005) 

accentuates both logics as an inevitable part of capitalist urban development. Thus 

the structural changes of capitalism cannot be separated from the transforming nature 

of urban politics and entrepreneurial practices that turned cities into competitive rivals 

(Kipfer & Keil, 2002). Despite the fact that the imperative of urban growth has become 

the central justification of waterfront redevelopment in many western entrepreneurially 

led cities, this is not the case in Bratislava where this imperative is not explicitly 

articulated. However, I argued that whereas there is not the growth narrative per se, 

urban planning is increasingly forced to be driven by the profit seeking interests of the 

real estate industry and justified by the intensifying property-led development 
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entrepreneurial narrative. Thus, this distinction between the capitalist and territorial 

logics of power allowed me to critically explore their mutual interface within the current 

waterfront redevelopment in Bratislava. 

Despite the fact that the above mentioned structural conditions and 

mechanisms of the capitalist urban development are universal for capitalist societies, 

their regional implementations substantially depend on local institutional and cultural 

backgrounds (Peck, 2013; Peck, Theodore & Brenner 2013). These particularities are 

not only caused by the role of individual agencies and their decision-making, but by 

the path-dependent institutional trajectories of the particular regions and states as well. 

By recognizing the path-dependent nature between the destructive phase of the 

collapse of state socialism, and the creative phase of its reintegration into global 

capitalism (Brenner & Theodore 2002), I critically considered the actually existing 

postsocialism on the three selected case studies on the waterfront of the Slovak 

capital. 

Slovakia has undergone an historically dynamic trajectory during the last three 

decades. Alongside obtaining independence, the post-socialist transition followed the 

‘shock therapy’ recipe, which was accompanied by the decentralization of 

responsibilities and competencies to lower scales of government. Thus, widely-

assumed processes of glocalisation (Swyngedouw, 2004) indeed occurred, as 

apparent from the vital role of the city in redevelopment of the Chalupkova and 

Karloveska cove, and the shifting power resulting from the EU enlargement. In other 

words, the inter-related processes of state-rescaling and formation of urban 

entrepreneurialism are, to a large extent, reminiscent of examples that has been 

observed across the Anglo-Saxon context from the 1980s onwards, and where local 

governments have become the leading actors facilitating property-led waterfront 

redevelopment. Notwithstanding that the waterfront redevelopment in Bratislava has 

been triggered by the real estate industry, the city currently shapes its own position to 

urban development through construction of the entrepreneurial narrative. By adapting 

the argumentation of emphasizing quality development put forward by the real estate 

industry, the city with the property-led development narrative justifies the emerging 

LUDs on the waterfront. This contributes to an increasing integration of the real estate 

industry in urban planning. The Sky Park project can serve as an example of such 

integration.  
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The case study of Sky Park, unravels how a combination of uneven power-

relations between actors of the decision making processes, and the property-led 

development narrative by overemphasising the quality of the built environment, 

contributed to the merciless reduction of urban planning to a selective and technical 

interpretation of the city land use plan, and ultimately reshaped the planning regulation 

in favour of the project centric interests.  

On the one hand, the uneven nature of power relations between individual 

actors resurfaced during the planning negotiations. Here the exercise of power 

became apparent in the (mis)interpretation of the land use regulation with compact 

block of houses vs. solitaire architecture. The celebrity status of the stararchitect 

became a powerful discursive tool in the hands of the real estate developer. Thus, a 

celebration of stararchitecture, through overemphasizing the quality of the built 

environment, contributes to transformations of the waterfront into the frontier of 

winners and profits. A consequence of such project centric, property-led development 

has led to fragmentation of the urbanism itself. Both localities, Chalupkova and 

Pribinova, are an example of a missed opportunity not only of their mutual integration 

and orientation towards the Danube, but additionally a missed opportunity to form an 

iconic skyline of the city. Consequently, the outcomes are inward looking LUDs.  

On the other hand, urban planners in executive positions at the municipality 

made, in the key moment's, developer-friendly decisions. Two regulatory conditions 

were left out in the integration of the urbanistic study into the city land-use plan. But 

more importantly, the municipality avoided the city district by issuing mandatory 

permissions that had to be subsequently integrated into the zonal plan. This uncovers 

the importance of the multi-scalar power dynamics behind the implementation of the 

Sky Park, which could be observed between the state (the city district authority which 

acts as construction authority), the city (the department of urban planning and the 

mayor), and the city district (the department of urban planning and the districts’ mayor) 

scales respectively. The multi-scalar power dynamics turned out to be critically 

important for delivering the project. The city district was paralyzed by two scales at 

once. The state actor paralyzed the zonal regulation, and the city by issuing the 

mandatory permissions avoided the city district. Thus, the case study indicates that 

ties between public and private institutions in urban planning of Bratislava, are 

characterized by systemic developer-friendly decisions on multiple scales. Thus the 

ultimate question rising from the case study is: “Who regulates whom?”.  
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The case of the Karloveska cove transformation, uncovers how the city and the 

city district systematically paved the path to the profit seeking interests of the real 

estate developer. The marginalization of the dominant function defined in the city land 

use plan was actively led by a serious of developer friendly decisions of the city and 

the city district. The process of land acquisition, the mandatory permission issued 

before the obligation was paid to the city, the planning practices favouring the 

exchange value of the land, the decisions of the district mayor favouring the private 

interests, uncovered how systemic the developer friendly attitude in urban planning 

practice really is. Similarly to the Sky Park project, transformation of the Karloveska 

cove shows how the multiscalar power dynamics in the decision making processes 

favoured and secured extraction of the ground rent. However, the Karloveska cove in 

contrast to the Sky Park project, is an example of a contested development which 

uncovers the dialectical relations between the used and exchange value in 

transformation of the waterfront (Harvey, 2014). All in all, the case study enriches the 

here discussed relationship between the real estate industry and urban planning by 

uncovering the importance of transparency and ultimately legitimacy in urban 

planning.  

Finally, the case of the locked urban port uncovered the continuous importance 

of the postsocialist legacies in urban development. The key reason why the Winter 

Port in Bratislava is considered today as the largest brownfield site of the city has a 

political origin in its hybrid privatization. The port has been temporarily locked by the 

political decision to divide the ownership of the land, from the ownership of the 

available infrastructure and super-infrastructure. The gatekeeper of the port’s 

transformations is the state. The ministry controls the port not only through the 

strategic and legal level, by issuing national strategies and laws regulating the inland 

water transport, but through its wholly-owned subsidiary, the port authority, as the 

landlord of the port. Additionally, the port is legally considered as a strategic property 

of the state and even its partial privatization must be approved by the government 

itself. Thus, the key decisions about the future of this locality will be taken on the state 

level. 

The interviews uncovered that the land ownership turned out to be, for defining 

the future vision for the site, more decisive than multi-level coordination and 

cooperation of public institutions. Thus the case of urban port is an example of a 
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fragmented multi-level governance in defining its future vision. Moreover, individual 

levels of government are undergoing institutional transformations itself. The key 

departments in territorial planning adapt to the EU strategies, so their subsidiaries 

(such as the port authority), becomes an eligible recipient of the external resources. 

Additionally, the investigation found the ‘relational rift’ between the strategic and 

land use planning. The lack of clear vision of entrepreneurial strategies is 

subsequently missing in land use regulation. Thus, the land use regulation and urban 

planning decisions do not consider the port in the city-regional perspective, but only 

as an isolated locality. Such practices do not secure the hinterland for the port, and 

contribute to the weakening of its possible regional linkages. 

Based on the above, I frame these transformations under the notion ‘soft-

institutional transformations’. The soft-institutional transformations are adaptations of 

the institutional environment to the new spaces of engagement and territorial centres 

of power (Cox, 1998). These transformations derive from the postsocialist transition 

and have a political-economic origin. Integral processes of these transformations are 

strategic re-positioning of individual institutions, as well as their adaptation to 

competition of multiple actors over space in territorial development. Symptomatic of 

soft-institutional transformations is the relational rift between the strategic and land 

use regulation. 
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 The European scale: name of the strategy document 
Date of 
publication 

1. 
Europe 2020: a European strategy for smart, sustainable and 
inclusive growth 

2010 

2. 
Territorial agenda of the European union 2020: towards an inclusive, 
smart and sustainable Europe of diverse regions 

2011 

3. European union strategy for the Danube region 2010 

4. 
Roadmap to a single European transport area – towards a 
competitive and resource efficient transport system – White Paper 

2011 

5. 
“NAIADES” – Navigation and inland waterway action and 
development in Europe – an integrated European action program for 
Inland waterway transport (2006-2013) 

2006 

6. Leipzig charter on sustainable European cities 2007 

7. 
Toledo informal ministerial meeting on urban development 
declaration 

2010 

8. Urban agenda for the EU: The Pact of Amsterdam 2016 

9. Cities of tomorrow: challenges, visions, ways forward 2011 

10. The state of European cities: cities leading the ways to a better future 2016 

11. Promoting sustainable urban development in Europe 2009 

12. 
Transforming our world: the 2030 agenda for sustainable 
development 

2015 

13. New urban agenda 2016 

 
 
Europe 2020: a European strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth  

Europe’s key developmental strategy for the second decade of the new millennia 

called ‘Europe 2020: a European strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth’ 

is a post-crisis strategy that aims to trigger growth of jobs and the economy. Thus, it 

primarily attempts to define a path how to overcome the deep negative impacts of the 

2008 global economic and financial crisis. The strategy is based on three key priorities 

for Europe’s growth: smart, sustainable and inclusive where: smart refers to 

knowledge and innovation based economy; sustainable fosters a resource efficient, 

competitive and greener economy; and inclusive promotes social and territorial 

cohesion achieved by a high-employment economy. Within these priority areas for 

growth, the strategy defines five measurable targets: boosting employment, improving 

conditions for research and innovation, proceeding in climate change adaptation and 

energy transition, improving education, and combating poverty and aging in Europe. 

Part of the second priority – sustainable growth - is a resource efficient Europe 

initiative. Its aim is to support the shift towards a resource efficient and low-carbon 

economy and among others, one relevant practical target is relevant to my analysis 

“to accelerate the implementation of strategic projects with high European added value 

to address critical bottlenecks, in particular cross border sections and inter modal 

nodes (cities, ports, logistic platforms)” p.14. The five mentioned targets (employment, 

education, poverty, innovation, and climate change and energy sustainability) were 

translated into seven EU indicators for measuring progress towards their 

achievements (see. Dijksra, L.; Athanasoglou, 2015). 
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Territorial Agenda of the European union 2020: towards an inclusive, smart 

and sustainable Europe of diverse regions 

Territorial Agenda of the European Union 2020 is an action oriented policy framework 

fostering territorial cohesion in Europe. The agenda aims to provide strategic 

orientation for territorial development that includes territorial dimension within various 

policies at all scales of governance, and ensures implementation of the EU 2020 

Strategy according to territorial cohesion principles. Thus, the agenda is directly and 

vitally linked to the EU 2020 strategy. Territorial cohesion based on the solidarity 

principle is supposed to enable “equal opportunities for citizens and enterprises, 

wherever they are located, to make the most of their territorial potentials”, and 

therefore secure regional convergence. The agenda defines six territorial priorities for 

the EU: 1. polycentric and balanced territorial development; 2. integrated 

development; 3. territorial integration of cross-border and transnational functional 

regions; 4. global competitiveness of regions; 5. improving territorial connectivity; 6. 

connecting ecological landscape and cultural values of regions. Within the first priority, 

avoidance of polarized development between national capitals, metropolitan areas 

and medium sized towns is highlighted. Policies should therefore focus on reduction 

of territorial polarisation of economic performance and avoid significant regional 

disparities. 

 

European union strategy for the Danube region  

The EU strategy for the Danube region is a place based strategy of the EU see e.g., 

{Barca 2009 #122} or {Barca 2012 #110} that largely contributes to and reinforces 

objectives of the Europe 2020 strategy. The strategy builds upon 4 pillars and 11 

priorities. The first pillar of the strategy – ‘Connecting the Danube Region’ explicitly 

calls for improvement of mobility and multimodality of inland waterways. The strategy 

emphasizes the need to remove existing bottlenecks along the river, or improvements 

in equipment, management and qualified staff.  The strategy defines targets out of 

which the following are especially relevant for the analysis: an increase in cargo 

transport on the Danube by 20% by 2020 compared to 2010; and development of 

efficient multimodal terminals at Danube river ports to connect inland waterways with 

rail and road transport by 2020.  

 

Roadmap to a single European transport area – towards a competitive and 

resource efficient transport system – White paper  

Similarly to the above discussed research projects the White paper – Roadmap to a 

single European transport area - underlines an unused potential in connecting 

European hinterland with seas through inland waterways. The paper highlights the 

importance of multimodal transport hubs (such as river ports) in the core transport 

network of Europe. One of the key factors influencing changes in European 

transportation are environmental concerns. In order to achieve 60% GHG emission 

reduction target by 2050 (with respect to 1990 levels), ten goals for a competitive and 

resource efficient transport system of the EU in the Roadmap to a single European 
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area were defined. Among the ten goals a shift of 30% road freight over 300 km to 

other modes like waterborne or rail transport should be realized.  

 

 “NAIADES” – Navigation and inland waterway action and development in 

Europe – an integrated European action programme for inland waterway 

transport  

NAIADES is an integrated action program of the European commission based on a 

combination of policy, legislative and funding instruments that aim to increase 

attractiveness and deliver a comprehensive development of the inland waterway 

transport. As expressed in the document: “The EU has committed itself to pursue the 

goal of shifting transport to less energy-intensive, cleaner and safer transport modes. 

Inland waterway transport is an obvious choice to play a more prominent role in 

reaching these targets.” {European Commission 2006 #255} The program is based on 

five key action areas that concern modernising the organizational structure: support of 

favourable market conditions, fleet modernisation, infrastructure, human capital, and 

image improvement. Inland navigation is considered in the document as an efficient, 

safe and environmentally friendly mode of transport increased use of which complies 

with the objectives of transport and environment policy. However, developments in the 

continental cargo market and in Central and Eastern Europe, though promising, are 

still in their infancy.  

 

Leipzig charter on sustainable European cities 

The Leipzig charter on sustainable European cities is a normative urban agenda 

declared by European ministers responsible for the urban development of the EU 

member states. The charter enforces an Integrated Urban Development as 

a precondition for a sustainable urban development of European cities. On the one 

hand it suggests strengthening the competitiveness and growth of European cities; 

and reduction of disparities within and among neighbourhoods on the other. Thus, two 

general recommendations are defined here: firstly, making greater use of the 

Integrated Urban Development policy approaches, by which is understood “a process 

in which the spatial, sectoral and temporal aspects of key areas of urban policy are 

co-ordinated” {Leipzig charter on sustainable european 2007 #262} p.2; and secondly, 

special attention needs to be paid to deprived neighbourhoods within the context of 

the city as whole. Whereas the earlier is supposed to be achieved by combination of 

high quality of public space, modern infrastructure networks, and proactive innovation 

and educational policies; the latter by upgrading physical environment, strengthening 

the local economy and local labour market policy, proactive education and training 

policies for children and youth, and promotion of efficient and affordable transport.   

 

Toledo informal ministerial meeting on urban development declaration 

The core idea of the declaration calls for an Integrated Urban Regeneration that is 

expected to contribute to the main goals of the EU 2020 strategy. The Toledo agenda 

defined the key features of the integrated approach as follows. Firstly, replacement of 

a traditional sectoral with a holistic approach which underlines the complexity of urban 
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development and mutual relations between individual localities of the whole urban 

tissue. It also emphasizes positive mutual effects of each holistic action, as well as 

avoiding negative, contradictory effects on the others. Secondly, the integrated 

approach seeks the right way to organize all ‘time and spatial scales’ (from long-term 

to short-term; from metropolitan area to neighbourhood). The integrated urban plan or 

vision should go beyond ad hoc isolated actions and consider individual 

implementations in the administrative or functional scale of the city. Thirdly, integrated 

approach refers to integration of conceptual and operational thinking reflecting global, 

comprehensive visions on the one hand, with area-based approach and territorialized 

actions on the other. Thus, the integrated approach in practice requires shared 

commitment to common outcomes. The Integrated Urban Regeneration should 

therefore preserve, optimise or revalue the existing urban capital (e.g. heritage, social, 

built environment) in contrast to urban capital limited to the value of the land. 

 

Urban agenda for the EU: The Pact of Amsterdam 

The Urban Agenda for the EU ties up and extends its processor the Leipzig Charter 

on sustainable European cities in proposing a sustainable and integrated approach 

towards new urban challenges. The document was compiled from an informal meeting 

of the Council of European Affairs ministers of the EU. It strives to improve three pillars 

of EU policy making and implementation: 1. improvement of regulation by increasing 

effectiveness and implementation of existing policies, legislations and instruments, 2. 

improve accessibility of existing funding for Urban Authorities across the EU, and 3. 

improvement of the knowledge base on urban issues and exchange of good practice. 

The urban agenda for the EU emphasize its relations to the EU 2020 strategy and 

necessity of crossectoral and multiscalar stakeholder approach that is necessary for 

its successful implementation.  

 

Cities of tomorrow: challenges, visions, ways forward 

The normative vision for European cities defined in the document Cities of tomorrow 

is conceptually linked to the EU 2020 strategy, the Territorial agenda 2020, the Leipzig 

charter on sustainable European cities and the Toledo declaration. The document 

argues in favour of a European model of urban development based on economic, 

social and territorial cohesion and sustainability. The shared vision of the European 

cities of tomorrow concerning its aims and values suggests its main features as places 

of social cohesion and advanced social progress (e.g. socially balanced housing, 

social health, education for all); as platforms  of democracy, cultural dialogue and 

diversity; places of ecological, or environmental regeneration; and places of strong 

economic growth. The future European and territorial development is defined as: 

“should reflect a sustainable development of Europe based on balanced economic 

growth and balanced territorial organisation with a polycentric urban structure ; it 

should contain strong regional centres that provide good accessibility to services of 

general economic interest ; it should be characterised by a compact settlement 

structure with limited urban sprawl ; and it should enjoy a high level of protection and 

quality of the environment around cities”. The document argues for stronger territorial 
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dimension of cohesion policies achieved by combination of ‘people-based’ and ‘place-

based’ approaches to urban development. It concludes with an emphasis on multi-

scalar governance that is the key to mutual articulation between European, national, 

regional and local policies. It points out the need for and holistic, integrated and long 

term approaches across sectors, territories and scales of governance. 

 

The state of European cities: Cities leading the ways to a better future 

The state of European cities 2016, compiled by the European Commission and United 

Nations human settlements programme, is an analytical report that aims to support 

more evidence-based urban policy making in Europe. The report reflects the priority 

themes of The Urban agenda for the EU and the 2030 urban sustainable development 

goal defined by the United Nations conference on Human Settlements (Habitat III) to 

make cities resilient, sustainable, inclusive, and safe. The report has a clear link to the 

EU strategy 2020 as well. It tackles topics such as demographic change in Europe, 

urban economic development, inclusive urban development, improvements in urban 

mobility, environmental and climate adaptation, and improvements in the governing of 

today’s European cities. The report offers a primarily European perspective. However, 

linkages to the global scale are beside the first chapter that explicitly deals with 

European cities in a global outlook, evident throughout the whole document.  

 

Promoting sustainable urban development in Europe 

In contrast to the document Cities of tomorrow, the document Promoting sustainable 

urban development in Europe conceptualizes urban regeneration in a noncritical and 

positive perspective. Urban regeneration is framed in the light of urban renaissance 

and negative aspects of gentrification and direct social displacement are not in the foci 

of the document. For instance, Prague Smnichov is proposed as an example of 

successful urban revitalization generated by an influx of private investments. 

Displacement of working class and Roma-minority from the neighbourhood is not 

evaluated, but synergy between private and public interests is considered as a 

success. However, achieving sustainable urban development is suggested ideally 

through long-term visions for neighbourhoods in a regional context that are embedded 

in integrated urban development plans. The key elements for sustainable 

developments defined in the document are: 1. development of a city-regional vision 

that goes beyond project oriented development; 2. the integrated approach – cross-

sectoral, horizontal coordination of urban regeneration; 3. concentration of resources 

and financial pooling to selected target areas; 4. creation of local and regional alliances 

and improvements of their governance; 5. capitalizing on knowledge exchange; 6. 

improvements in evaluation of progress (indicators, set of criteria). The document also 

highlights that area based approaches have higher impact and are more efficient when 

they are embedded in local-regional policies.  

 

Transforming our world: the 2030 agenda for sustainable development 

This global agenda for planetary sustainable development is based on 17 goals and 

169 specific targets. It builds on the Millennium development goals, whose progress 
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had uneven spatial impacts – particularly the least developed countries in Africa still 

remain off track. The agenda is based on “win-win” cooperation between all countries 

and parts of the world. It recognizes the importance of sustainable urban development 

and management for quality of people’s lives, as well as the impact of cities on the 

global climate system. The implementation of the agenda is a national responsibility 

of each country. 

 

New urban agenda 

The New Urban Agenda adopted at the Habitat III conference in Ecuador by the United 

Nations aims to set global standards in sustainable urban development. Sustainable 

urban development is grounded in its social dimension by enforcing social inclusion 

and ending poverty; the economic dimension advocates for inclusive prosperity and 

opportunities for all; and the environmental dimension underlines sustainable and 

resilient urban development. The Agenda’s vision to some extent refers to the “right to 

the city” as it highlights equal rights, to adequate housing and fundamental freedoms. 

The agenda covers a wide range of issues to be tackled such as gender equality and 

mainstreaming in planning, accessible mobility for all, resilience and disaster 

management, sustainable consumption, integrated urban planning, multilevel 

governance, or civil society participation.  

 

Summary of the European scale 

At the core of the European scale of selected strategic documents is the post-crisis 

EU 2020 strategy of smart, sustainable and inclusive growth that emphasizes a global 

competitiveness of European regions. The EU 2020 strategy is a core reference and 

source of conceptual framework for other key European strategic developmental 

documents e.g. The Territorial Agenda of the European union 2020, the European 

union strategy for the Danube region, or the Urban agenda for the EU (for complex 

linkages between selected documents see figure XY). Whereas the key 

developmental strategy for the EU is a pro-growth strategy, the territorial development 

and cohesions policies of the EU across selected documents attempts to secure 

regional convergence and reverse the current trend of polarized development between 

the national capital and the rest of the country. Preferred is the concept of a polycentric 

territorial development on a macro-regional, as well as urban-region scale. 

Additionally, highlighted is a vital link and combination of ‘place-based’ and ‘people-

based’ approaches in territorial development delivered by multilevel 

governance (see. Cities of tomorrow).  

Across selected normative documents of the EU (the Leipzig charter on sustainable 

European cities, the Toledo declaration on urban development, the Urban agenda for 

the EU, Cities of tomorrow, Promoting sustainable urban development in Europe) 

strong conceptual linkages can be found to the concept of sustainability. Sustainable 

urban development is to be achieved through a sustainable integrated approach which 

considers integrated urban development as a precondition for a sustainable 

development. The normative document Cities of tomorrow argues in favour of a shared 
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European model of urban development based on economic, social and territorial 

cohesion and sustainability. Similarly, global normative documents (Transforming our 

world: the 2030 agenda for sustainable development, New urban agenda) applies the 

concept of sustainability, as well as resilience in their conceptual frameworks.  

Inland water transport is across the selected strategic documents considered as a 

sustainable alternative to dominant road transport (e.g. the European union strategy 

for Danube region, Roadmap to a single European transport area, Navigation and 

inland waterway action and development in Europe). The place based Danube 

strategy enhances improvement of mobility & multimodality of inland waterways, and 

development of multimodal terminals at Danube’s ports by 2020 (compared to 2010).  

This, in combination with the EU 60% GHG emission reduction target by 2050 

(compared to 1990), gives important long-term preconditions for increase of cargo 

volumes on the Danube. Inland waterways and especially the Danube river is seen as 

a potential connection of the European hinterland with seas. 

 
 

The National scale: name of the strategy document 
Date of 
publication 

1. Slovak spatial development perspective 2001 

2. National strategy for regional development of Slovakia  

3. National position to the Strategy for the Danube region 
(update) 

 

4. Strategic plan for transport development in Slovakia until 2030  2016 

5. Strategic plan for development of transportation infrastructure 
in Slovakia until 2020 

2014 

6. Development conception of waterborne transportation in 
Slovakia (update) 

2000-4 

7. Development conception of public ports (update) 2010 

8. Evaluation report on fulfilment of aim defined in updated 
version of Concept for development of public ports in 
Bratislava, Komarno, Sturovo 

2013 

9. Plans for development and effective usage of public ports in 
Bratislava, Komarno, Sturovo 

2010 

10. Annual report of ARVD 2014 

11. National conception of urban development until 2030 2017 

 

Spatial development conception of Slovakia  

The key national document for spatial development frames the long-term aims of 

spatial and functional organization of Slovakia. The process of compilation of the 

document reached all levels of the state apparatus and its realization must be 

accepted and exercised in other planning documents and decisions related to spatial 

development. The document’s vision for territorial development of Slovakia works with 

two parallel variants – three growth poles and networked polycentric development. 

However, the main body of the document inclines towards enhancing continuous 

development of the polycentric structure of Slovakia. The basic aims of spatial 

development in Slovakia were compiled in relation to other EU countries and are 

defined here as follows: increasing competitiveness and effectiveness of economy; 
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balanced settlement development including rural areas; equal access to infrastructure; 

production and protection of environment; natural and cultural heritage; enhancing 

integration and cohesion; sustainable development. The last aim, sustainable 

development, also represents the key concept of the document for achieving 

integrated progress in social, economic, environmental and cultural development that 

enhances regional convergence in Slovakia. Importantly, it is here recognized the 

unequal spatial redistribution of economic and social activities in Slovakia. The main 

causes for this are considered natural-geographical conditions on the one hand, and 

human involvement into formation of historic socio-economic systems on the other. 

Their mutual combination has led, according to authors of the document, to the 

formation of today’s regional disparities of Slovakia.  

 

National strategy for regional development of Slovakia 

The National strategy for regional development offers a descriptive summary of current 

regional disparities in Slovakia and prognosis of three alternative policy scenarios for 

future development based on an econometric model of Slovakia. Historical causes and 

roots which have led to current regional disparities are not in the foci of the document. 

The long term vision for regional policy is based on equal opportunities of regions in 

using their endogen potential for achieving sustainable development by integrated 

approach to regional development. The strategic aim of the National strategy is to 

increase adaptability, competitiveness and performance of regions by 2030. The 

increase should be accompanied by increasing quality of life and based on utilization 

of endogenous potential of regions and principles of sustainable development. In order 

to achieve the long term vision of the strategic aim of the national strategy, five priority 

areas are here defined: 1. Science, research and innovations; 2. Human resources; 3. 

Employment; 4. Competitiveness, growth and business environment; 5. Environment 

– climate change and renewable resources. The strategy recognizes the deep 

polarization between the Bratislava metropolitan region and the rest of the country. 

Among the main causes for unequal development and production of regional 

disparities in Slovakia are here considered e.g. employment and production drop in 

heavy, textile and electro-technical industry; expansion and spatial concentration of 

services in larger cities; absence of a complex approach to urban regeneration; 

lagging high-speed infrastructural traffic networks; low interregional mobility of 

workforce accompanied by lack of accessible housing in place of work and others. It 

is concluded that the tendency in the development of regional disparities in Slovakia, 

primarily social aspects, is steadily increasing.  

 

National position to the Strategy for the Danube Region + Updated version 

The national position of Slovakia to the Strategy for the Danube region is directly 

derived from the EU 2020 strategy. The national implementation of the Danube 

strategy, in line with the EU 2020, fosters principles of sustainable development and 

sustainable growth that aims to decrease energy consumption, supports renewable 

energy production and ecologic transport. Waterborne transportation is in respect to 

its environmental and energetic impacts considered as one of the most convenient 
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means of transport. The national position has four pillars with eleven priorities and it 

emphasizes an integrated approach to the complex, balanced and just solution of 

development for the Danube region. The first pillar of the action plan ‘Improvement of 

mobility and multimodality’ explicitly focuses on the importance of inland waterways in 

the Danube region. The position considers development of water infrastructure as one 

of the highest priorities of Slovakia. It explicitly highlights development of multimodal 

corridors and intermodal terminals, as well as reconstructing or building up new 

terminals and ports on the Danube: “Making waterways navigable should be used as 

a potential for economic development of cities and urban ports of the Danube area 

and its regions, so they could become powerful logistic hubs that provide a wide range 

of accompanied services”. Thus, the implications of the national position for 

transformations of the port area in Bratislava are direct; it emphasizes development of 

logistic activities and functions with an integrated approach and based on principles of 

sustainable development. 

 

Strategic plan for transport development in Slovakia until 2030 

This strategy plan is a complex and long-term strategic document for development of 

transport in Slovakia that was issued as a condition of the European Commission for 

having access to the EU funds in the 2014-2020 period.  The strategy firstly identified 

problems in various segments of transport for which it then suggested policy, but also 

action oriented recommendations. On the one hand, it identified significant potential 

of public ports in Slovakia, but it also recognized nonstandard ownership relations and 

the operational model of public ports which hinders its further development. The 

strategy suggests solving the ambivalent ownership relations and by 2030 

modernizing two public ports on the Danube. The aim is to increase their performance 

by liberalizing conditions for entrepreneurs and modernizing infrastructure of public 

ports. The port of Bratislava has the highest priority with investments into infrastructure 

and superinfrastructure, as well as other relevant investments that increase its 

international competitiveness. The ultimate precondition for such investments is to 

solve administrative and ownership relations within the port that prevent the port from 

receiving EU resources. 

 

Strategic plan for development of transportation infrastructure in Slovakia until 

2020 

This document is the basic strategic document of Slovakia for development of 

transport infrastructure until 2020. It was issued as a condition of the European 

Commission for accession of Slovakia to the EU funds for the 2014-2020 period. 

Visions defined in the Strategy for transport development of Slovakia until 2020 have 

been adapted into this document – namely 1. integrated infrastructure that enhance 

social inclusion of regions and increase competitiveness of Slovakia as a transitory 

country; 2. competitive transportation services that enhance economic growth; 3. user-

centric and friendly transportation; 4. ecological, energetically efficient and safe 

transportation. Individual strategic goals of the water transport vision target explicitly 

modernization and infrastructural development of public ports that, in combination with 



 
85 

liberalization of the business environment, should increase performance of water 

transport on the Danube. The document emphasizes strategic development of port 

related and logistic functions that should increase the competitiveness of public ports 

on the Danube.  

 

Development Conception of Waterborne Transportation in Slovakia + Updated 

version  

 

The conception determines key aims and conditions for development of waterways, 

water transport and water policies in Slovakia. The document primarily refers to the 

national legal apparatus and includes five priority areas to be tackled – among them 

‘Development and modernization of infrastructure’. The relevance of public ports on 

the Danube river is high, however, their complicated legal situation shifts focus to other 

important areas e.g. fairway of the Danube’s bottlenecks, or progress in fairway of the 

river Vah. Nevertheless, public ports are here considered as the key, necessary 

infrastructure for development of waterborne transportation in Slovakia. The 

conception explicitly mentions on the one hand development of port related functions 

within the public port in Bratislava, as well as with its redevelopment for mix-used 

purposes on the other. Port related functions located within the Winter port should be 

reallocated to other parts of the port. Finally, ecological advantages of waterborne 

transportation on the national scale are mentioned as well.  

 

Development Conception of Public Ports + Updated version 

The conception is the key strategic document directly related to the transformation of 

the port in Bratislava. The document deals with preconditions, vision, strategic aims 

and possible impacts of development of all three public ports in Slovakia. However, 

little attention is paid to linking its vision to other EU strategies or other relevant 

developmental concepts. Thus, the result is an analytical document with a strategic 

vision based primarily on intersections between legal apparatus and laws of the EU 

and Slovakia that are relevant for development of the port in Bratislava. The 

conception argues for strengthening the presence of the state within the port. It 

identified ‘the Tool port model’ with prevailing control of public ownership, as the ideal 

model for governing the urban port in Bratislava. The port administrator (Public Ports 

JSC) in this model owns and develops infrastructure and superinfrastructure of the 

port, and transloading and storing of goods is provided by individual operators who 

rent the necessary facilities from the administrator.  

Some of the key challenges for future development of public ports defined in the 

conception can be summarized as follows: 1. Port administration: non-standard legal 

relations within the ports; 2. Legal status of the port in Bratislava – strategic asset of 

the state increases difficulty in obtaining credit for further development; 3. Financing: 

lack of water transport prioritization by the state in transport documentations and 

structural funds of the EU. In respect to these challenges the conception defined seven 

phases of transition towards the desired stage: 1) adjustments of port fees; 2) 

negotiation and legal steps related to preparation of Palenisko area for development 
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of logistic and port related functions under the public leadership; 3) the long-term 

development planning of the port, its administration and services here provided; 4) 

seeking for new financial resources for further development; 5) transfer of 

infrastructure and superinfrastructure to the administration of Public Ports JSC; 6) 

development of Palenisko as a cargo port; 7) redevelopment of the Winter port. Thus, 

the efforts defined in the conception lead towards a spatial reallocation and 

concentration of productive, logistic and cargo port related functions in the Palenisko 

zone and redevelopment of the Winter port towards consumption oriented residential, 

mix-used area of leisure with passenger port. Such redevelopment will extend the 

already transformed zone around the Slovak National Theatre. For transformation of 

the Winter port a study of redevelopment (phasing, financing, spatial structure etc.) 

should be compiled.  

 

Plans for development and effective usage of public ports in Bratislava, 

Komarno, Sturovo 

The document compiles alternative paths for future development of public ports in 

Bratislava, Komarno, and Sturovo. It highlights the importance of a mutual cooperation 

between the port authority (Private Ports JSC) and municipality in spatial planning. 

Taking the current situation within the port of Bratislava into consideration the 

document, in line with the Development conception of public ports, outlines 

development of port related and cargo functions in the Palenisko basin on the one 

hand, and redevelopment of the Winter port into a mix-used zone on the other. Within 

the document the high urbanistic value of the Winter port zone, as well as its attractive 

potential for city-water interface, is expressed. However, due to the land-use regulation 

of the zone (water and air transport purposes) redevelopment is temporarily blocked. 

Unlocking the port should be preferably realized through joint venture or private-public 

partnership and the vehicle of such transformation should be Public Ports JSC. This 

model of financing should speed up the transition of the Winter port into a mix-used 

zone. 

 

Summary of the national scale 

The key document for a long-term territorial development of Slovakia, Slovak spatial 

development perspective, is a pre-accession document to the EU that is not linked 

with up to date strategic documents of the EU. However, the key concepts of the 

national conception e.g. polycentric or sustainable development create these relations 

on a conceptual basis. Regional convergence is to be achieved by application of these 

concepts and by integrated progress in social, economic, environmental and cultural 

development of Slovakia. However, at the same time the Spatial development 

conception of Slovakia, as well as the National strategy for regional development of 

Slovakia, recognize the steadily increasing tendency of regional disparities in Slovakia. 

In particular, growing polarization between the Bratislava metropolitan region and the 

rest of the country is acknowledged. The National strategy for regional development 

is an analytical document based on an econometric model of Slovakia, which fosters 

an integrated approach based on sustainable principles to regional development. Only 
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limited attention is paid to conceptual framework and linkages to other key EU 

strategies, policies and concepts for regional development. 

The second group of either place-based (National position to the Strategy for the 

Danube Region), or sectoral strategic documents (Strategic plan for transport 

development in Slovakia until 2030; Strategic plan for development of transportation 

infrastructure in Slovakia until 2020; Development Conception of Waterborne 

Transportation in Slovakia; Development Conception of Public Ports; and Plans for 

development and effective usage of public ports in Bratislava, Komarno, Sturovo) 

uncovers prioritization of waterborne transportation and public ports in national 

strategies and policies of Slovakia. The sustainability concept is here related not only 

to a decline of energy consumption, support of renewable energy, but primarily to the 

ecological aspect of Waterborne transport. Similarly to other documents, the necessity 

of an integrated approach based on principles of sustainable development is here 

highlighted as well. Importantly, the national position to the Danube strategy explicitly 

links economic impacts of urban ports and its logistic functions on their regions. It 

highlights water infrastructure like intermodal terminals in ports as one of the highest 

priorities of Slovakia.  

All mentioned national conceptions and strategic plans related to the development of 

waterborne transportation and infrastructure are mutually well interlinked (for complex 

linkages between selected documents see figure XY). Documents like the National 

position to the Danube strategy; Strategic plan for transport development in Slovakia 

until 2030; or Strategic plan for development of transportation infrastructure in Slovakia 

until 2020, were directly derived from the EU 2020 strategy. Both Strategic plans were 

conditional documents of the EU for accession to the cohesion founds for the 2014-

2020 period.  

Some of the documents emphasize the contrast between the strategic potential of the 

urban port in Bratislava and nonstandard ownership relations (Strategic plan for 

transport development in Slovakia until 2030; Development Conception of Waterborne 

Transportation in Slovakia), others emphasize the importance of further 

modernisations of public ports, development of infrastructure, and liberalizing 

conditions for entrepreneurs (Strategic plan for development of transportation 

infrastructure in Slovakia until 2020; Strategic plan for transport development in 

Slovakia until 2030; Development Conception of Waterborne Transportation in 

Slovakia). More importantly for future transformations of the port in Bratislava are 

strategic plans for re-concentration of logistic function into the Palenisko area and 

redevelopment of the Winter port for mix-used functions (Development Conception of 

Waterborne Transportation in Slovakia; Development Conception of Public Ports; 

Plans for development and effective usage of public ports in Bratislava, Komarno, 

Sturovo). The only document that highlights the importance of a mutual cooperation 

between the port authority and municipality in spatial planning is Plans for 

development and effective usage of public ports in Bratislava, Komarno, Sturovo.  
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 The City–Regional scale: name of the strategy 

document 
Date of 
publication 

1. Strategy for economic and social development of the 
Bratislava self-governing region (2014-2020) /PHSR/    

2013 

2. Land use plan of the Bratislava self-gorverning region 2013 

3. Strategy for economic and social development of the capital 
city of Slovakia – Bratislava  

2010 

4. Strategy for development of the capital city of Slovakia – 
Bratislava  

1993-1999 

5. Land use plan of the capital city of Slovakia – Bratislava  2007 

  

Strategy for economic and social development of the Bratislava self-governing 

region  

The key strategic document of the Bratislava self-governing region is an up to date, 

comprehensive, medium-term strategy which is in a direct conformity with the EU 2020 

strategy. The vision of the document, to ‘create conditions for economic development 

and increasing quality of life’ is based on three key principals of growth taken from the 

EU 2020 strategy – smart, sustainable, and inclusive growth. The document is divided 

into two main parts: the strategic-analytical and the programming part.  

The first section offers a comprehensive summary of relevant facts and information 

about the region and its governance; identifies relations to other relevant strategic 

documents from local to the European scale; and identifies the key goals, and 

necessary preconditions for successful achievement of the regional strategy. It builds 

upon fours strategic aims: 1. Development of a knowledge oriented economy; 

2. Development of tourism and services; 3. Integrated ecological transport based on 

decrease of energetic demand; and 4. Improvement in quality of environment.  

The second section defines particular mechanisms and actions to fulfill the strategy. 

The integrated spatial approach implemented by ‘Community led local leadership’ or 

‘Integrated spatial investments’ is preferred. Importantly, the ‘Spatial agreement’ for 

fulfilling the EU 2020 strategy is put forward here. This coordinated spatial agreement 

among various scales of public administration aims for an equal position of its 

members and integration of existing resources in favor of common goals. The case of 

the port is a convenient possible example for such multiscalar cooperation.  

 

Land use plan of the Bratislava self-governing region  

Main goals of the regional land use plan aim to 1) achieve balanced socio-economic, 

spatial, environmental, and cultural development of the region; 2) integrate the region 

into national and international settlement end economic networks; 3) enhance regional 

development based on balancing endogenous and exogenous potentials for 

development; and 4) maximize utilization of the geographical location of the region. 

The spatial development vision builds upon an integration of the region into national 

and European polycentric networks. The endorsed territorial development of the 

region is based on polycentric development that increases functional regional 

complexity. The cargo port area is expected to be transformed. The Palenisko area is 
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supposed to be secured for further concentration of logistic, and new spatial capacities 

for further development of the working port are identified in the ‘Vlcie hrdlo’ area.  

 

Strategy for economic and social development of the capital city of Slovakia – 

Bratislava  

Similar to the strategic document of the Bratislava self governing region, the Strategy 

for economic and social development of Bratislava is a comprehensive and medium-

term strategy of the city derived from the National strategy for regional development 

of Slovakia. It builds upon a strategic vision that aims to develop the city on the 

sustainability principles; improves security, infrastructure and quality of life in the city; 

secures equal opportunities and open administration to its citizens; develops 

prosperity based on an efficiency and knowledge based economy and society; 

becomes a reliable partner for surrounding municipalities, cities and regions. The 

vision is transformed into six strategic themes of development: 1. above-regional 

importance of Bratislava; 2. knowledge economy; 3. quality of life; 4. quality of 

environment and urban space; 5. transport and technical infrastructure; 6. 

management and governance of the city. For the foci of the empirical pillar the first 

and the last ones are especially relevant. The first strategic theme deals with the 

metropolitan functions of Bratislava in the context of economic globalization. Some of 

the key aims of this theme are e.g. attraction of international institutions and 

headquarters of trans-national corporations; strengthening the city as a catalyst for 

economic development of Slovakia; or strengthening an above-regional importance of 

the city in education, science, research and strategic services. The last strategic aim, 

focused on management and governance of the city, explicitly deals with participation 

of citizens in decision making. Increased participation and communication with citizens 

is identified with a higher public acceptance of urban development. Within the global 

aim of this strategic theme, emphasis is given to e.g. professional and transparent 

management and governance, creation of conditions for active citizenship with a 

special focus on youth, and active involvement of citizens into decision making. 

Citizens should be, according to the ‘Arthur convention,’ involved in the decision 

making process in early stages of large urban development projects.  All in all, 

strengthening synergy and cooperation between public institutions of various scales; 

strengthening principles of open democratic public administration; improvements of 

decision making in public affairs through active cooperation and participation of the 

general public; creation of transparent and controllable tools for regulation of urban 

development that includes systematic relations between spatial and socio-economic 

development of the city, lay at the core of this strategic theme.  

 

Strategy for development of the capital city of Slovakia – Bratislava  

The Strategy for development of Bratislava is the first long-term strategic document 

compiled during the 90’s. At that time Bratislava became the capital city of an 

independent Slovakia and started to experience multiple transformations triggered by 

the fall of socialism. Despite the age of the document general questions that have 

been risen here such as ‘Where to lead the future of our city?’ or ‘Whose is the 
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document and for whom it is valid?’ are still highly relevant today. The document 

consists of four parts out of which the third and last one deserves particular attention. 

The third part ‘Strategic aims for urban development’ builds upon several strategic 

aims among which e.g. emphasis on principles of sustainable urban development; 

increase of quality of environment for citizens; or achievement of spatial and functional 

territorial balance of the city are mentioned. Future urban growth and development 

should be conditioned by satisfying the needs of current citizens as well as by proving 

its positive influence on ecologic, socio-economic, cultural-historic, and spatial 

qualities of the city. Importantly, the document highlights democratic values of 

regulatory tools of spatial urban development and the need for participation of citizens 

in urban development. Within the spatial potential of the city waterfront, redevelopment 

is identified as a significant potential for extension of the city center. The last part of 

the document is related to the creation of two important tools for the realization of 

strategic aims. Firstly, establish a city company responsible for executive tasks of 

urban development. Secondly, amendment of the law about the position of the capital 

city of Slovakia that is supposed to increase competences and resources of the city. 

 

Land use plan of the capital city of Slovakia – Bratislava  

The land use plan of the city is divided into five parts (including attachments), of which 

the third one is the binding part of the plan. The document considers the waterfront as 

one of the key urban zones in Bratislava and it attempts to develop its potential with 

city-regional importance. However, scenic panorama, unique architecture and 

representative functions that are favoured on the waterfront, significantly limit the 

richness and representation of waterfront transformations into an urban picture. The 

land use plan regulates the waterfront in favour of concentration of high-rise buildings, 

congress centers, and public or private institutions with an international relevance. It 

aims to create a new city center of Bratislava with above-regional importance and mix-

used functions spreading on both banks of the Danube. Despite the current functional 

regulation of the Winter port for port related activities, the land use plan of the city 

expects its transformation for mix-used functions. On the other hand, spatial 

concentration of logistic functions in the Palenisko zone with an above regional 

importance should be part of new development of the working part of the waterfront.  

 

Summary of the city-regional scale 

Selected documents on city-regional scales show significant mutual linkages among 

each other. Obviously, their conceptual overlaps, as well as direct references, depend 

on the date they were issued. However, their linkages to the EU scale offer a different 

picture. Whereas the regional scale (Strategy for economic and social development of 

the Bratislava self-governing region) is directly linked with the European scale (the EU 

2020 strategy), direct linkages between the city scale and the EU scale are weak (for 

complex linkages among selected documents see figure XY). Regarding the national 

scale selected city-regional documents are subsidiary. 
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Conceptual heterogeneity among selected strategic documents on regional and city 

scales dominates. Whereas the Strategy for economic and social development of the 

Bratislava self-governing region is with smart, sustainable and inclusive growth 

principles in a direct conformity with the EU 2020 strategy, the city scale strategic 

documents (Strategy for economic and social development of Bratislava, Strategy for 

development of Bratislava) do not have unifying conceptual preferences for the 

strategic vision of the city. Nevertheless, the concept of sustainability; preference of 

knowledge based economy; and open governance are underlined in 

strategic documents of both scales. However, the fact that documents like e.g. 

Strategy for economic and social development of the Bratislava self-governing region 

contain exact tools and mechanisms (such as integrated approach to urban 

development implemented by community led local leadership, integrated spatial 

investments, or spatial agreement), these regulatory tools of sustainable development 

are not applied on the waterfront.   

Importantly, transparent governance, increased communication and involvement of 

citizens into the process of decision making of urban development are emphasized in 

both strategic documents of the city scale. 

Throughout selected documents an agreement on city-regional importance of 

transformations of Bratislava’s waterfront and opportunity for a significant extension of 

the city center can be found. Combination of strategic aims of the city and region on 

the one hand, and land use plans regulations of the waterfront on the other, lead to 

maximalization of scenic & panoramic, functional & architectural and ultimately capital 

value of the waterfront. As a result of this combination, spatial concentration of high-

rise buildings, congress centres, and headquarters of private trans-national 

corporations or public institutions with a national relevance is expected to be 

materialized on the both banks of the waterfront. There is also unity on the future 

transformation of the urban port and concentration of logistic functions to the Palenisko 

area. The Winter port is expected to be redeveloped and extend the Pribinova zone 

with mix-use functions.   

 
 

  
 

 


