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ABSTRACT 

This paper outlines a project for the reactivation of the peri-urban settlements, known as mahalas, which surround 
Sarajevo, Bosnia & Herzegovina. For historical, social and economic reasons, the growth of the mahalas has been 
largely informal and uncontrolled by planning regulations with the result that today they exemplify both the 
dysfunctions and the potentials of spontaneous and uncontrolled urban expansion. The absence of adequate urban 
planning, both previous to and following a period of armed conflict, together with a failed process of social 
reconstruction, has left the mahalas in a state of physical abandon and without a shared identity and memory of 
place. Lacking public infrastructure, they are cut off from the central parts of the city and from the services these 
provide. In terms of natural conditions, due to the steep slopes and the nature of the bedrock the area is vulnerable 
to landslides. A failure to address this problem has resulted in the construction of buildings in high-risk locations. This 
study examines a rethinking of the Širokača mahala. It identifies four strategic objectives: the reduction of landslide 
risk; the reconnection, both physical and psychological, with the city; the reactivation of the mahala through the 
provision of public spaces and services; the provision of new homes for the recollocation of the weakest elements of 
the population as part of the wider national programme for the recollocation of internally displaced people (IDPs). 
The project finds its guiding principle in a scattered approach consisting of a series of small scale interventions that 
together create a pathway of facilities which in turn can be reproduced at the macro-level of an urban system. 
Bottom-up initiatives and practices of urban resilience, latent potential of Sarajevo, are proposed in order to foster a 
process of physical and social reconciliation within the community. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The mahalas of Sarajevo, capital of Bosnia & Herzegovina, are residential neighbourhoods which 
have developed on the slopes of the mountains surrounding the city, and which exhibit the 
characteristics of peri-urban settlements, that is a hybrid urban condition with both rural and 
urban aspects (Fig. 1). As such, they present elements both specific to the capital itself, resulting 
from its history as a post-socialist post-conflict city, and common to peri-urban settlements in 
many other countries, in particular uncontrolled growth, rural-urban contrast, a lack of services 
and of public space. Together with Sarajevo, European examples of such instances can be found 
in the urban fringes of Belgrade (Simeuncević Radulović et al., 2012), Lisbon (De Ferreiro et al., 
2016), Athens (Moissidis, 2008) and of many cities across South and South East Europe with East 
Asian, South American, West and East African counterparts showing an exacerbation of these 
symptoms. In regards to Sarajevo, the project described in this paper aims to tackle some 
aspects of these dysfunctions through a series of socially-oriented architectural interventions. 
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Urban framework  

 

Figure 1: Sarajevo: Vratnik mahala (foreground in blue) and Aziz Tower (background in black) 
seen from Bijela Tabija, east of the Stari Grad and looking west toward modern city 

developments and mahalas 
Source: Author, 2018 

Today, Bosnia & Herzegovina is the product of a three-fold conflictual transition from communism 
to democracy, socialism to capitalism, and war to peace. The country ranks 81st on the Human 
Development Index (UNDP, 2017), which is the second lowest index for the European continent, 
after Macedonia, and has a level of urbanisation of only 39.8% (CIA World Factbook, 2015) – the 
lowest in Europe and the same as Sierra Leone, in Africa. The official unemployment rate is 41.5% 
(United States of America Department of Commerce, 2017) with youth unemployment reaching 
60% – the highest in the world (ILO, 2017). 

The present political and social environment of Bosnia & Herzegovina, like other countries in the 
Balkan Peninsula, reflects a troubled past, leading up to its affirmation as an independent state. 
It is a nation with a fragmented autonomy, born of complex peace agreements which confirmed 
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the status quo of a bloody conflict that lasted from 1992 to 1995 rather than welcoming the 
return to a peaceful centuries-old coexistence. In fact, the Dayton Peace Agreement, which was 
the formal conclusion of the war in Bosnia in 1995, divided Bosnia & Herzegovina into two 
entities – the Federacija Bosne i Hercegovine, inhabited by most of the Croat-Muslim 
population, with Sarajevo as capital, and the Republika Srpska with most of the Bosnian-Serb 
people – along the Inter Entity Border Line (IEBL), an administrative border, now demilitarized, 
which followed the front line at the end of the war and is the result of a bargaining UN-promoted 
peace process. As Sarajevo was on the front line during the war, the entity border runs along 
the southern fringes of the city, also cutting through the mahalas, and dividing Sarajevo East, 
which is in the Republika Srpska, from the rest of the city. The repercussions of such a division 
are present in many aspects of private and public life: the constitution of Bosnia & Herzegovina 
has been indicated (Nardelli et al., 2014) as one of the most complicated and unclear in the 
world and is consequently an impediment to a smooth running social system and to the 
population’s welfare.  
 

Sarajevo, centre of the world 

Bosnia’s distinctive position between East and West has brought both good fortune and tragedy 
throughout its history. It is one of three European countries with a Muslim majority (together 
with Kosovo and Albania and excluding Turkey) and its geographical position has made it a 
cultural crossroads. Sarajevo, the capital and largest city in the country, is a city of ancient origins 
that has seen contrasting and opposing traditions, races and cultures live harmoniously for 
centuries. Once an emblem of tolerance and a cultural meeting point, known as ‘the Jerusalem 
of Europe’, the city is now an expression of the dynamics of the process which has transformed 
its multicultural heritage into a statement of hostility and division. Such a rich mixture of 
languages, religious faiths and ways of life created a distinctive pluralistic value system which 
Dževad Karahasan, Bosnian playwright and poet, defines as ‘dramatic’ (Karahasan, 1994). A 
dramatic system is one in which each element is defined by its contrasting relationship with 
another. The tension created by opposing elements allows comparison without modifying the 
peculiar characteristics each one previously possessed outside the system, so that the other 
becomes a necessary proof of one’s own identity. This system contrasts with a ‘dialectic’ system 
in which the parts are defined by hierarchical relationships which inevitably end in the elements 
devouring each other. Karahasan identifies this dramatic nature as the principal difference 
between pre-war Sarajevo, before its destruction by the siege that lasted from 1992 to 1995, 
and other contemporary Western cities. The cultural and religious identity of its inhabitants was 
affirmed through continual comparison:  

‘[…] thanks to this continual contact the Catholic and the Muslim of the mahalas develop 
the knowledge of their own identity. Discovering another I discover myself, knowing 
another I recognise myself’ (Karahasan, 1994, p. 23). 

This ‘dramatic’ relationship defines an ‘interior city’ which contains in its nucleus, in miniature 
but nevertheless present, all the elements of the outside world. This interpretation of the city, 
while poetic, proves to be architecturally accurate and was an inspiring starting point for an 
understanding of the site-specific urban morphology and typology of the mahalas. 
 

Economic unsustainability, physical geography and urban development  

As already mentioned, Bosnia today is the product of a three-fold conflictual transition from 
communism to democracy, socialism to capitalism, and war to peace. In Sarajevo, its cultural 
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and political centre, the mechanisms and contradictions of these conflicts are particularly 
pronounced.  

The Bosnian economy has grown significantly since the second half of the nineties. In the already 
mentioned seventies and eighties, the industrial sectors of heavy industry, mining and tobacco 
production were competitive both within the Yugoslav Federation and internationally, while 
agricultural production was in the hands of the private sector. Sarajevo produced 37% of the 
country’s GDP (Central Bank of Bosnia, 2011) and its inhabitants had some of the highest salaries 
in the Yugoslavian federation. During the war, production plummeted by 80% and despite 
considerable humanitarian and financial aid from foreign countries involved in the 
reconstruction process, the problems created by the war still slow down the Bosnian economy 
today. Economic data for the post 1995 period is unreliable because it does not reflect the black 
market. The reason for this substantial informal economy lies in economic instability and in the 
difficulties associated with doing business. While the economy relies on international aid and 
finance from emigrants, the strongly decentralised political system, as well as widespread 
institutional corruption, is an obstacle to foreign investment. The official unemployment rate is 
41.5 % (United States of America Department of Commerce, 2017), though taking into account 
the effect of the black market the real figure is more likely between 20-27% (CIA, ILO, 2017); 
youth unemployment has reached 60% (ILO) – the highest in the world. As well as 
unemployment, the chief macroeconomic problem of the country is difficulty in doing business. 
Bosnia ranks 86th out of a total of 190 countries in the World Bank’s Ease of Doing Business 
report (2017) because issues such as bureaucratic obstacles, protection of private rights, and 
economic accessibility.  

In order to understand the main problems that the Bosnian capital faces it is also necessary to 
consider its urban form, its natural surroundings, and its role as a cosmopolitan city in a 
predominantly rural society.  

Sarajevo, with a total population of just over 275,000 inhabitants within the city’s administrative 
boundaries (Agency for Statistics of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 2013) is situated in a mountainous 
area and has an average altitude of 510 metres above sea level. It lies in a narrow valley 
surrounded by the Dinaric Alps which rise to between 800 and 1,600 metres in the immediate 
vicinity and reach over 2,000 metres a few kilometres from the city. The landscape around the city 
is heavily forested and relatively wild. The River Miljacka flows through the city before joining the 
River Bosna (which gives its name to the country) in the western outskirts. Topography has had a 
strong influence on the development of the city which has an elongated shape, following the river 
valley from east to west, while expansion to the north, south and east is limited. 

 
METHODOLOGY 

The project described in this paper was developed as part of a final Master’s degree dissertation 
in urban design at the Department of Architecture at the University of Ferrara, Italy. The mahalas 
and, in particular, the mahala of Širokača were chosen as a case study in order to investigate how 
the inherent resilience of such an urban area could be tapped in order to create a network of 
mutual help and sustainable mechanisms which are not only physically tangible, but also social. 
An important focus of the project was the role of public space as a catalyst to urban reactivation. 

This paper first outlines the main historical, political and economic forces which have shaped 
Bosnia & Herzegovina and its capital in the last thirty years before going on to analyse the 
characteristics of the mahalas. The critical issues that the city presently faces, as well as the 
opportunities for development, are thus examined with the goal of introducing topics that are 
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studied on a smaller scale in the second part of the paper, which considers the mahala of 
Širokača as a microcosm of the city as a whole. In the last part of the paper, a series of strategies 
are identified which underpin the architectural solutions proposed as a response to the complex 
urban issues of the mahala. The mahalas have been largely ignored in the debate regarding 
urban development in Sarajevo and available documentation is scarce. As a result, this study 
also relies on on-site personal observation carried out through individual field research.  

Available documentation was retrieved through collaboration with the Faculty of Architecture 
at Sarajevo and local authorities. Preparatory studies were conducted by analysing a wide range 
of contributions from different fields of research, not specific to that of Architecture, particularly 
Political Sciences, Geography, and Engineering. Field research was carried out in parallel to this 
preliminary phase in February and March of 2017. Surveys were also conducted informally with 
local residents, members and students of the Faculty of Architecture and authorities from the 
Urban Planning Department. An overall period of ten months was necessary to complete and 
render the work in architectural terms using digital software, such as AutoCAD, GIS, Rhinoceros, 
and the Adobe Creative Suite. The final dissertation is a hybrid work at the intersection of urban 
design, landscaping and sociological analysis. 

 
THE PAST 

The growth of Sarajevo can be seen in visually distinct series of building types and urban 
morphologies, each dating back to different historical and political periods, which are combined 
to create a varied and interesting architectural whole. An analysis of the historical factors which 
have shaped the city is necessary in order to propose a context-aware solution to some of the 
issues that are existing today. 

 

The heritage of the Ottoman Period (1461-1878) 

An urban analysis of Sarajevo starts with the Turkish domination, when Isa-Beg Ishaković, 
Ottoman general and governor of Bosnia, ordered the construction of new buildings around the 
existing village. The majority of the inhabitants at that time lived around Careva Džamija 
(Emperor’s Mosque), on the southern banks of the river, on the opposite side to the site where 
Ishaković decided to build his caravanserai (Prstojević, 1999). As a consequence, the Careva 
Ćuprija (Emperor’s Bridge) was constructed to join the two river banks. The construction of 
important buildings in the Bašćaršija (Bazar) (Fig. 2), mainly artisans’ shops and mosques, dates 
back to 1463. But it was Gazi Husrev-beg who made Sarajevo into the commercial and 
administrative centre of the sultanate. Between 1530 and 1540, he ordered the construction of 
many important buildings, typical of Turkish architecture, for the purposes of worship, 
instruction (for example the madrasa and the library), and public life such as the bezistan 
(market), a hamam and a clock tower (sahat-kula) (Prstojević, 1999). 

At the same time as the Bašćaršija developed in the city, on the inner slopes of the hills around 
the commercial and administrative centre, the mahalas or residential areas began to grow.  

From the point of view of the urban form, the Ottoman period (Fig. 3) was characterised by the 
vitality of its piazzas and alleys and the care given to landscape and architectural design. The 
buildings in the Bašćaršija are rectangular wood and stone constructions, with low pitched roofs 
built around hidden internal courtyards, both private and public, accessed through dark narrow 
covered passages; residential buildings were characterised by an attention to internal layout, 
and by their divhana (loggias) and courtyards (Grabrijan and Neidhardt, 1957). 
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Figure 2: Map of Sarajevo showing the juxtaposed urban stratification resulting from the city’s past and the case-study mahala of Širokača (blue rectangle) 
Source: Author, 2018 
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Figure 3: The Stari Grad (old town) in plan and image (left column) and the mahala of Širokača 

in plan and image (right column) 
Source (plan and photos): Author, 2018  

 

The heritage of the Austro-Hungarian period (1878-1918) 

Ottoman domination ended with the Congress of Berlin in 1878, when the Austro-Hungarian 
Empire obtained military control over the sultanate, although this continued to be part of 
Ottoman territory de jure until 1908 (Prstojević, 1999). Architects and engineers, appointed by 
the Hapsburg Empire to develop a new Bosnian architecture expressing the spirit of the time, 
flocked to Sarajevo, where an intense westernisation and modernisation, both aesthetic and 
institutional, was underway. During this period, important urbanistic and infrastructural changes 
such as the tram, testing ground in 1885 for the Viennese line, together with significant industrial 
growth (Fig. 2), made the beauty and wealth of Sarajevo a match for other Western European 
cities. In these years, the city expanded as far as the present day Marijin Dvor district, named 
after a building built at the end of the 19th century by an Austrian entrepreneur, and the Kovaćići 
mahala, home to the Hapsburg aristocracy. The presence of a 12-kilometre tram line strongly 
influenced the growth of the city, creating a continuous urban agglomerate from Sarajevo to 
Ilidža, at the western end of the line.  

At this time, Sarajevo was famous for the quality of its architecture and the sophistication of its 
public life (Fig. 4). The beauty of the natural context and the surrounding landscape and the 
profusion of public gardens provided space for relaxation and entertainment, whilst the city’s 
streets were a meeting place for the European aristocracy. 
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Figure 4: The Austro-Hungarian settlement’s urban form is still visible in the urban layout of 

the city, as in the public space (Trg oslobođenja – Alija Izetbegović)  
Source (plan and photo): Author, 2018 

 

Yugoslavia as a Monarchy and as a Socialist Republic (1918-1990s) 

In the years between the two world wars, Bosnia was first part of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats 
and Slovenes (1918-1929), then part of the Kingdom of Yugoslavia (1929-45), also known as the 
First Yugoslavia, and was finally incorporated into the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia 
(1945-1992). In the Tito years, Bosnia became the industrial centre of Yugoslavia thanks to its 
plentiful natural resources. This industrialisation was accompanied by a phase of aggressive 
urbanization. In Sarajevo, the factories and residential buildings in the new districts of Novi Grad 
and Novo Sarajevo were constructed and the urban area expanded along the river, giving the 
city its characteristic longitudinal structure (Fig. 5). The hills around the city were illegally settled 
by large numbers of workers, who moved from the rural areas of Bosnia, attracted by new work 
opportunities in the city.  

 
Figure 5: The modernist part of the city in plan and the History Museum of Bosnia & 

Herzegovina designed by Boris Magaš, in 1963 
Source (plan and photo): Author, 2018 

 
Despite this significant growth, the city still had numerous spaces for recreation and strong links 
to its natural context. The top of Mount Trebević was joined to the the old city (Stari Grad) by a 
ropeway, which started a few hundred metres from the Bašćaršija and gave the Sarajevan access 
to a previously isolated area of wild natural beauty in which to meet. The years of the 
dictatorship were a period of prosperity for the city and the nation, culminating in 1984 in the 
Winter Olympics, a memorable event both for the world-wide visibility it gave and the 
international collaboration involved. The South-Eastern suburbs of Dobrinja were built at this 
time to host the Olympics and to respond to the growing demand for housing.  
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The nineties and the inheritance of a tumultuous past (1990s-today) 

Under Tito, schools taught that “Yugoslavia has six states, five nations, four languages, three 
religions, two alphabets, but only one Tito” (Di Meo, 2014). The unification of many diverse 
elements which Tito managed to achieve, crumbled in 1980 on his death, which occasioned one 
of the grandest state funerals in history. The end of the Pan-Slavic dream gave way to the ethnic 
chauvinism and territorial claims on the part of the single states that Tito had succeeded in 
suppressing by means of an authoritarian and repressive, if also enlightened, dictatorship, and 
which, in 1991, culminated in ten years of armed conflict: the Yugoslavian war. 

On March 1, 1992, the Socialist Republic of Bosnia-Herzegovina held a referendum for 
independence, following the example of other ex-Yugoslavian countries, namely Slovenia and 
Croatia. Serbia, the political and military leader of the Socialist Federal Republic did not 
recognise Bosnia’s vote for independence and mobilised Bosnian-Serb military forces, formed 
by soldiers from the Yugoslavian Army. The war, which would last for three years, saw ethnic 
cleansing, genocide and fratricide from all factions in the struggle for power. Not only the 
population, but also the symbols of their cultures were destroyed. The Bosnian value system 
came under particular attack and Sarajevo, its “intimate portrait” (Karahasan, 1994) and 
exemplification of this multicultural and multi-confessional culture, was under siege, as were 
other “safe-areas”, for 1,395 days. During the siege 11,000 people lost their lives and much of 
the infrastructure and architectural heritage of the city was destroyed together with its identity 
and moral dimension. 

 
Figure 6: The new city in the valley in plan and image (left column) and the upper-hill 

settlements in plan and image (right column) 
Source (plan and photo): Author, 2018 

At the end of the conflict, 65% of the built environment of the capital and 80% of its 
infrastructure had been damaged and the Muslim religious and symbolic buildings destroyed. 
The war of ethnic cleansing had taken a total of 100,000 victims and left 2.2 million internally 
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displaced people (IDPs), radically transforming the social fabric of the country (Research and 
Documentation Center, 2007; UNHCR, 2013). 

As a result of its rich and troubled history, Sarajevo is a place of fragility and potential. Its historical 
vicissitudes are reflected precisely in and emphasised by its built form. This complex inheritance 
has so far been preserved thanks to its inhabitants’ tolerant nature, but is now facing a crisis due 
to the unsustainable direction that urban development has taken in the twenty years since the 
end of the armed conflict and to growing social and economic inequality on a national level. 

The repercussions on the city of the war trauma are evident (Fig. 6). As Bollens (2006) observes: 
“While physical reconstruction is understood and capable of being measured, social recovery 
(or the lack of it) is amorphous and not visible” (p. 100). The need for physical reconstruction 
has been almost entirely met thanks to plentiful international aid. The damage to the social 
environment and to the population, on the other hand, has received little attention and limited 
support, a situation that has been aggravated by an institutional limbo and widespread 
corruption, a heavy burden for one of the poorest countries in the European continent. 

Substantial foreign investment, frequently by Arab countries such as Saudi Arabia, Qatar and 
Kuwait, who are keen to affirm their presence in the region, has radically changed the face of 
the city. On the ruins of Sarajevo, shopping malls and entertainment centres have been built, 
while on the surrounding mountains, previously the scene of heavy fighting, deluxe gated 
communities are being constructed as resorts for wealthy foreign tourists. These interventions 
make no contribution to their wider urban context and ignore the evident disparity with the 
local population, whose average wage (850 BAM/ 435 Euros a month) excludes them from this 
type of offer (Sarajevo Times, WTO, CIA Factbook, 2017). Bosnian architect Amir Vuc Zek 
observes that: 

“The consumerism that quickly entered the Balkans during the transition is the only model 
for progress. And that shows in the streets: a lot of investment in the architecture of 
greed, little in the revaluation of the public space” (cited in Stockmans, 2016). 

The construction of centres of consumption, following a traditional and ineffectual urban 
development model, has taken the upper hand. The importance of the creation of spaces for 
meeting and sharing and the value of existing small-scale commercial activities are 
underestimated and the need to create a network of support and solidarity in a profoundly 
divided community ignored.  

 

THE PRESENT 

In order to focus more on the object of this research, an approach was adopted which gradually 
arrived at an in-depth analysis of a complex urban milieu, through the study of its potentials and 
contradictions. Three macro-themes were identified for study: social and political division, lack 
of public infrastructure, green spaces and geomorphological risk. 

 

Social and political division 

The two parts of the capital function as separate entities, which causes discontinuity at the level 
of urban planning and political fractures that inevitably lead to a fragmented view of the city’s 
future. Bollens (2006, p. 99) observes that: 
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“Ironically, while the war damaged but did not eradicate the multicultural spirit of 
Sarajevo, the political boundaries drawn to stop the war may over time slowly deplete the 
city’s ability to spawn cross-ethnic integration and tolerance.” 

This political division has slowed down the peace process by confirming ethnic divisions, hindering 
diplomatic and economic relations between the parts and justifying nationalism and territorial 
disputes. The IEBL (Fig. 7 and Fig. 8) also emphasises another element which is central to this 
research, namely the significant gap between urban and rural realities. The border line clearly 
highlights this difference in the context of Sarajevo, the largest and most important city in the 
country (with a total population of just over 275,000 inhabitants), which, despite the many 
contradictions of urban life, is a source of civic pride for its citizens. Sarajevo East, on the other 
hand, is a suburban area with 60,000 inhabitants, without an urban centre or the services expected 
of a city and lacking an urban identity, apart from that of being the Eastern part of the capital. 

“I don’t really have any need to go there. There was nothing there before, it was just 
countryside, even in Lukavica there was nothing, it was just a small place. People used to 
go there just to spend the week-end outside the city” (Bassi, 2013, p. 126). 

 

 
Figure 7: Canton Sarajevo showing the position of the IEBL, the populations of Sarajevo and 

East Sarajevo (Istočno Sarajevo), the number of municipalities divided by border and land use 
Source: Author, 2018 
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At the time of the siege, the rural inhabitants who arrived in the city, fleeing from their villages, 
where treated with mistrust by the cosmopolitan Sarajevan whose lifestyle was very different 
from theirs. This hostility enhanced cultural differences that, prior to the persecutions and 
genocide of the war, had been insignificant, but which today are reflected in Bosnian society. 
Schools organised around ethnic differences, a fragmented political system and the importance 
of ethnic identity. 

 

The lack of a public infrastructure: urbicide 

Its natural context has always been both a limitation and a source of pride for the city. In the 
1882 land register drawn up by the Austro-Hungarian Empire, as well as built up areas, green 
areas were classified into seven different uses (Avdagić et al., 2014, p. 10) indicating the wealth 
and variety of the landscape. The Ottoman inheritance is visible in the city today, for example in 
its cemeteries, which represent an important part of the existing green spaces. In fact, the 
cemeteries are designated as ‘Cultural Landscape’ in the urban development plans (Canton plans 
2003-2023) and therefore protected, while other public green spaces are nowadays few and far 
between. This lack, in strong contrast to the obvious abundance in the Hapsburg period, is the 
result of post-war industrialisation, the constant bombardment and the fight for survival of the 
population during the siege. 

Sarajevo was the scene of what some have called urbicide (Moorcook, 1963; Bogdanović, 1993; 
Coward, 2008), that is the deliberate, rather than incidental, destruction of the urban fabric as a 
symbol of its culture. Writing about the destruction of the city of Vukovar during the Croatian war 
of independence, Bogdanović refers to “city haters” who besieged the city in defence of rurality.  

“What I sense deep in the city destroyers’ panic ridden souls is a malicious animus against 
everything urban, everything urbane, that is, against a complex semantic cluster that 
includes spirituality, morality, language, taste and style. From the fourteenth century 
onward the word ‘urbanity’ in most European languages has stood for dignity, 
sophistication, the unity of thought and word, word and feeling, feeling and action. People 
who cannot meet its demands find it easier to do away with it altogether” (Bogdanović, 
1993, p. 18). 

According to Coward, “urbicide is thus the destruction of the city in order to eradicate urbanity 
itself” (Coward, 2008, p. 37). The attempt to annihilate the symbols of Bosniak culture also 
targeted the meeting places in the city including the public spaces: the Serb army of the Srpska 
Republic (VRS) systematically and repeatedly destroyed the green spaces in and around Sarajevo 
(Pilav, 2012, p. 4). The surrounding mountains were mined – in 2014, 2% of the Bosnian territory 
was contaminated; a two kilometres tree-lined avenue in Ilidža, created by the Hapsburgs and a 
symbol of public life, was destroyed; the cemeteries were used as sniper positions. 

For Wirth (1938, p. 50), “the urban comprises an experience of heterogeneity […] that is absent 
in a rural existence”. The struggle between the two worlds is therefore an attempt to impose 
the homogeneity of rural culture. If much of the green areas in Sarajevo were destroyed by 
conflict, the rest was necessary to the population in their attempt to survive. Trees were cut 
down to be used for heating, lawns, gardens and parks became allotments, sports fields and 
stadiums were turned into cemeteries for the growing number of victims. These dramatic events 
followed by the problems and mistakes of the reconstruction process have led to a shortage of 
public space that has worsened with time. 
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Figure 8: The mahalas of Sarajevo (in blue), the case study of Širokača (rectangle) and the IEBL (black dotted line) in an 
axonometric view from the South 

Source: Author, 2018
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Geomorphological risk and urban sprawl 

The Sarajevo Valley is surrounded by mountains composed of Secondary and Tertiary rocks of 
dolomitic and calcareous origin. The River Miljacka rises in a karst area and descends 1,000 
metres in only 15 kilometres with a 7% gradient, which significantly increases erosion along the 
banks and the risk of sudden flooding. As it crosses the valley, the river collects runoff from the 
mountain slopes, which are especially steep and close on its left bank, again increasing its erosive 
power. The central European continental climate is influenced by the vicinity to the Adriatic Sea 
which causes frequent precipitation (900 mm a year) and heavy rain (Martin-Diaz et al., 2015, p. 3). 

Between 13 and 18 May 2014, an area of low pressure brought heavy rain to South East Europe. 
Three months’ worth of rain fell on the region in three days, causing widespread flooding and 
landslides. In Bosnia, floodwaters triggered a total of 3,000 landslides. Both flooding and 
landslides were particularly serious in areas where harmful human activity resulting from a lack 
of attention to urban development had created unsustainable environmental conditions. Illegal 
construction on unstable terrain and river banks in the post-conflict period, the creation of 
infrastructure disregarding the natural context, mining activity undertaken without sufficient 
scientific controls and a generalised lack of attention to the management of the territory, all 
contributed to a high-risk situation. In Bosnia-Herzegovina, the damage was estimated at 2.04 
billion euros, equivalent to 15% of the country’s GDP and worse than that caused by the war 
(Hydro-engineering Institute Sarajevo, 2015, p. 8).  

This tragic event evidenced the lack of a structured national plan for the prevention and 
management of geomorphological risk. Subsequently, with the help of foreign aid, plans have 
been activated both for recovery and with the aim of reducing the vulnerability of the region to 
future calamities of this nature. 

From 2000 to January 2016, a total of 855 landslides were recorded in Sarajevo (Martin-Diaz et 
al., 2017, p. 2). The exact number during May 2014 is not known, however the factors which 
contributed to the disaster on a nation-wide scale are all present, and in some cases 
accentuated, in the capital. The need for long term structured planning is therefore evident. 

 

THE MAHALAS. A PARADIGM OF PERI-URBAN SETTLEMENTS 

The Mahalas and the upper-hill settlements 

The mahalas, the focus of this research, are settlements dating back to the Turkish sultanate and 
are characteristic of Bosnian cities. Dušan Grabrijan and Juraj Neidhardt (1957) describe their 
development in detail in their book The Architecture of Bosnia and the way towards modernity. 
Neidhardt (1901-1979), who collaborated with Le Corbusier (1887-1965) and was one of principal 
exponents of the rationalist movement in the Balkans, and Grabrijan analyse numerous examples 
of the functional and architectural elements of the Bosnian house. Part of their research focuses 
on the principles of urban form on which the construction of the mahalas is based.  

The mahalas originated as villages of 40-50 houses each, with their own mosque and local services 
such as the pekara (bakery), the kafana (coffee house) and the mekteb (school of theology). They 
grew up around the perimeter of the city centre, also with a defensive function, and the distance 
between them depended on the call to prayer of the müezzin: where this was no longer audible 
another minaret was constructed and, consequently, another mahala. Hence, the saying that 
Sarajevo has “99 mahalas for 99 minarets” (Grabrijan and Neidhardt, 1957, p. 151). 
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The form of these settlements was regulated by a precise hierarchy of streets and by their 
studied relationship to the topography. The kitchma, the gently sloping main street of the 
mahala, had several smaller winding streets branching off it, known as sokak, which followed 
the contours of the slope. The sokak were joined to each other vertically, by long pathways and 
steps which give access along the chikme to the individual houses. The width of each street type 
depended on its function, which was normally defined by the number of animals accompanying 
the user. The streets created a vertical and horizonal step-like stratification of the houses so that 
no house obstructed its neighbours’ view of the city or relationship with nature. The public 
buildings were situated at the crossroads between th kitchma and the sokak, distributed in such 
a way as to serve the whole village. At the centre of the settlement was the fountain, or chesma, 
the meeting place around which the life of the community revolved. Similarly to Arab and 
oriental architecture, the element of water was fundamental in the design of landscape and 
public places. 

Bearing in mind Karahasan’s vision, the dramatic system is explicit in the built form of the city, 
in the relationship between its parts and in its organisation. As previously described, the 
Baščaršija, hub of the urban fabric and public life, has a two-fold protective “shell” formed by 
the mountains and the mahalas. It is therefore “technically closed, but semantically open” and 
contains all the activities and customs of its inhabitants in a “universal” manner. The mahalas, a 
permeable border with the natural environment and places of private life, are by contrast 
“technically open, but semantically closed”, each containing their own distinct element, 
separate from the city centre and expressed in a “particular” manner. Within the mahalas, the 
open/closed, internal/external dynamic is revealed in their relationship with the city and in the 
distribution of their spaces. The house, or kuća, faces the city and is therefore semantically open, 
but, at the same time, it is closed from the road by high walls. The other façade of the house is, 
instead, semantically closed to public life, but with gardens and courtyards physically open to 
nature. This dual relationship is also seen in the spaces which act as a filter between the inside 
and the outside of the dwellings: loggias, verandas, courtyards, divhana and doksat, windows 
similar to modern bow windows, jutting out on the second floor and overhanging the street, 
which form a rich and dynamic space between exterior and interior, typical of Oriental 
architecture. 

The mahalas, once a master piece of context driven urban design, whose organisation was 
rooted in a strong sense of public life, have today almost completely lost their previous beauty 
and uniqueness. 

The rapid urbanisation since World War II, which according to Hamilton (cited in Martin-Diaz, 
2017, p. 3) was the fastest in the Western Balkans, brought thousands of workers from the rural 
areas of Bosnia to the capital. Urban growth in socialist Yugoslavia was based on the principle of 
equality of access to housing, which was state-controlled. The property market saw several 
reforms which created a mixed system, halfway between socialist and capitalist, and left housing 
in the hands of a few business concerns who gave priority to their workers. In this way, the 
private sector played an important role in urbanisation and created an imbalance at a national 
level between the overall and private property market. This was not however the case in 
Sarajevo, where, as in other large urban agglomerations, the state offer maintained its 
advantage, relegating private construction to those who had no other alternative. Construction 
was concentrated in areas assigned to medium and low-density housing on the slopes around 
the city and on flat land to the west of the city.  

The urban development took into account the nature of the terrain and the character of the 
mountain landscape; however regulations were widely ignored in the face of the enormous 
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demand for housing. The traditional housing practices of rural migrants and uncertainty in the 
allocation of social housing further exacerbated this situation. According to Martin-Diaz et al. 
(2017, p. 3), new constructions were of three types: legal, illegal but conforming with zoning 
regulations, illegal and non-conforming to zoning regulations. This latter case included 
construction on state owned forested areas lacking urban services and subject to 
hydrogeological risk. Despite these risks, the low cost of hill land and the fact that many 
industries were located at the foot of the mountains, and therefore easily accessible to workers 
housed on the slopes, meant the hills were gradually built up.  

During the seventies, some attempts were made to halt this sprawl, but the project failed in the 
face of a lack of resources and the complexity of the necessary measures. The mahalas were 
overwhelmed by the new development which continued to spread to very steep and instable areas.  

As previously explained, during the Bosnian war, large numbers of people fled from the rural 
areas, particularly from Eastern Bosnia, and found refuge in the besieged capital. These forced 
migrations, together with the territorial division along ethnic lines following the Dayton Peace 
Agreements, modified the urban form. Unable to return to their homes for fear of persecution, 
psychological trauma and bureaucratic obstacles, the IDP occupied the only terrain still available 
to them – the peri-urban slopes around the city. The mahalas lost the quality of their landscape 
and their architectural identity and even lost their name: the ‘upper-hill settlements’ were born. 

In the Canton of Sarajevo, 47% of constructions are classified as unauthorised (Nurkovic, 2016, 
p. 8). A large part of these constructions are in the Sarajevo Valley, where between 25,000 and 
50,000 illegal buildings are located on high-risk terrains (Martin-Diaz et al., 2015, p. 6), with the 
highest concentrations in Aneks, Pofalići, and Vraca. 

 

The case of Širokača 

The characteristic strengths and weaknesses of the mahalas are common to all of them. For the 
purposes of this study, Širokača was chosen as exemplifying all those peri-urban communities 
whose shared morphological and historical features make each an “intimate portrait” 
(Karahasan, 1994) of the whole. The three themes previously discussed at the city level can be 
analysed in depth at the neighbourhood level, considering the experience of Širokača as 
paradigmatic of the mahalas in general. 

Širokača lies on the northern slopes of Mount Trebević, at an altitude of between 600 and 900 
metres above sea level. These slopes are in places very steep and a cliff runs through the centre 
of the mahala, dividing it into two parts, with a difference in altitude of over 100 metres (Fig. 9) 
The cliff is bordered by two streets (ulica in Serbo-Croat), called Džeka e Bostarići. Several 
streams run through the neighbourhood, the largest of these, Bistrik Potok, rises at the highest 
point of the mahala and runs towards the valley at the foot of the cliff before being covered by 
the street, which gives access to the mahala Bistrik ulica. In the absence of official documents 
describing the settlement of Širokača, various resources have been consulted in an attempt to 
create its inhabitants’ profile.  

Considering that the average age in Bosnia-Herzegovina is 42 (CIA World Fact Book, 2017), that 
levels of emigration have been very high – 78% of graduates are estimated to have left the 
country – and judging from hands-on experience, Širokača has a predominantly adult population. 
An estimated 4 people per building for a total of around 1,500 buildings gives a total population 
of around 6,000. A total area of 7 km2 gives a population density of 857 inhabitants/km2.  
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Figure 9: Širokača from the Stari Grad. The mahala sits on a north-facing slope, south of the Stari Grad 
Source: Author, 2018
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Širokača is not one of the mahalas with the highest population density, neither does it have the 
highest concentration of high-risk constructions, it was instead chosen as a case study for its 
historical value, because of its rural nature, its accentuated topography and its position close to 
both the Stari Grad, the old town, centre of services and cultural heritage, and to the IEBL, 
semantic location of the process of division. 

 

Social and Political division: a brief history of Širokača 

The origins of the mahala are closely connected to the Bistrik neighbourhood, immediately 
below it, which is one of the oldest in the city. Bistrik originally grew towards the slopes of Mount 
Trebević, following Ottoman principles, which can still be seen in the road plan, but this 
organisation was soon replaced by the characteristics of upper-hill settlements. In the same way, 
the mahala lost its historical identity. Like all the mahalas, Širokača was hard hit by the ethnic 
and social upheavals caused by the war. The arrival of new inhabitants modified the social 
dynamics of the neighbourhood and lead to hostility between the IDPs and the citizens of 
Sarajevo, between rural and urban realities.  

During the siege, the position of the Serb front line changed continually and Širokača was the 
scene of some of the heaviest fighting, due to its strategic position in defence of the old town. 
Mušan “Caco” Topalović, one of the notorious war-lords, ex-criminals who defended the city 
during the siege, set up defences in Širokača, while Mount Trebević became a mine-field, 
occupied by the sniper position of the Bosnian-Serb forces (Sacco, 2003, p. 39). Because of its 
symbolic value, Bistrik was extensively damaged and danger entered Širokača. Although the 
fighting is long past, this feeling remains today in its relationship with nature and the mountain.  

The mountain itself, once a place of recreation, became a no-man’s land. Borelli states that this 
state of abandon was not due to a lack of funds, but rather to a lack of political will (Borelli, 
2011). The mine fields have not yet been completely cleared, the sports facilities and, with one 
exception, the hotels and restaurants have not been rebuilt and the cable car has only recently 
been reopened. The geographical violence that lead to the creation of the IEBL and the 
accompanying politics of division changed the connotations of Trebević, no longer a sacred place 
enjoyed by the citizens of Sarajevo.  

 

Hydrogeological risk 

As previously described, the geology of the Sarajevo area is karstic and presents a great variety 
of rock formations. The Sarajevo Valley is surrounded by ridges and terraces which follow the 
direction of the fault lines crossed by depressions, which serve as drainage channels, known as 
poljes. The rock face and the stream which runs through Širokača are examples of this particular 
geological structure. In the lower part of the mahala, Neogene sediments are found while higher 
up the rocks are calcareous. This distribution leads to high gradients and, with heavy rainfall, the 
possibility of landslides. Between 2000 and 2016, the area to the south-east of Stari Grad where 
Bistrik and Širokača are located, was subject to 119 landslides (Martin-Diaz et al., 2017, p. 7), 
nearly 8 every year. Calculations carried out based on documentation show that approximately 
40% of the terrain in the administrative area of Širokača is potentially unstable. Of this 40%, 57% 
is high-risk. Martin-Diaz et al. (2017) used documentation from the University of Sarajevo and 
ArcGIS software to reconstruct the growth of the built-up areas in the mahalas for three periods 
– 1987, 2003, 2015 – allowing comparison between Širokača and other mahalas. It is interesting 
to note that the high-risk areas and the areas immediately adjacent to them are those which 
have shown the greatest variation in terms of construction (Fig. 11). 50% of the built-up terrain 
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has a gradient above 15%, with construction spreading over time to gradients of more than 30%. 
The data illustrates the interconnection between urban development, forced migration, and 
hydrogeological risk. 

 

Public infrastructure 

Širokača is almost exclusively residential. 25% of its built fabric is in a state of decay (Fig. 10) and 
abandon and in need of renewal. The few public structures, apart from religious buildings, 
consist of three small commercial activities, a pharmacy and a primary school. Nearby, Bistrik 
has more services including sports facilities, administrative offices (including the Ministry of 
Defence) and tourist accommodation due to the vicinity of the Baščaršija. The residents of 
Širokača are therefore forced to go down valley for their needs. As far as open spaces are 
concerned, the mahala is totally lacking in meeting places or play areas apart from one sports 
field – the only public facility for 4,000 users. The streets have no pavement for pedestrian use 
and there are no footpaths in the area. The illumination of public spaces is limited and 
inadequate. Despite the surrounding mountainous natural context, green spaces are 
inaccessible, unequipped and apparently of no public interest.  

At the same time, the availability of open space, the wide views and the rural nature of the 
location offer great potential for improvement. 

 

Figure 10: The mahala of Širokača. Examples of analysed elements within the built 
fabric and the natural environment 

Source: Author, 2018 
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Figure 11: Landslide prone land (purple), public facilities (in blue), protected landscape (in green) and 
roads subject to future improvement (in blue) in Širokača. The numbers refer to design elements which 

were studied in depth 
Source: Author, 2018 
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION. GUIDING PRINCIPLES AND STRATEGIES 

The Sarajlije 

Sarajevo is a small city. After spending time in Sarajevo and Bosnia, it becomes apparent to the 
visitor that the perception of the former depends on its cultural system rather than on its 
variegated formal aspect, which is instead an expression of the latter. From an architectural 
point of view, this is particularly evident in the mahalas. Haidar et al. (2006) describes the 
characteristic construction “in reinforced concrete with brick partitions and without any outer 
covering. Often the vertical elevation is completed in several stages, according to the economic 
means of the owner” (p. 130), a style which Skotte (2004) defines as Yugoslav vernacular and 
which is found throughout rural Bosnia.  

Reproposed in the context of Sarajevo, this building style is an expression of complexity (and 
inequality) which, as Boano (2017) observes, is “not specific to a geographical location, but is 
rather a way of approaching urban life”.  

The urban morphology of the mahalas is similar to that of informal settlements in Latin America, 
Asia or Africa. Though freed from the extreme economic and climatic conditions that influence 
such communities, the mahalas are the expression of the same ability to create an environment 
that is both personal and functional and which involves the adoption of a variety of innovative 
and informal solutions independently of more structured systems. This type of resilience, in 
Sarajevo and throughout the Balkans, is in strong contrast to other parts of Europe, 
geographically close but culturally distant. 

Sarajevo offers many opportunities for urban research, which has most frequently focused on 
large scale empty spaces, suburban sites abandoned after rapid urbanisation, and the interstices 
between one residential block and another. This study instead chooses to work on and for the hill 
settlements with the aim of giving value to these neglected suburbs with their characteristics of 
forced settlement and inadequate terrain, which have been largely ignored in the recent debate 
on the city’s development. The study aims to focus interest on the mahalas, both in terms of the 
problems they face and of the potential they possess, in the context of a city which has always 
shown great resilience. The adaptability and courage (or perseverance) of the Sarajlije is the 
starting point and inspiration of this project and for the strategies it proposes for the development 
of the community and autonomous economic practices. Such a complex reality requires a pattern 
of intervention that is highly adaptable and recognises the versatility and ingenuity of existing 
survival strategies as the basis for the process of reconstruction in the community. 
 

Memory 

D. Rieff (2016) asks if the creation of a collective memory is necessary when, by its very nature 
as a social construct, it is deformed according to the meaning society chooses to attribute it: 
“[…] when collective memory condemns communities to feel the pain of their historical wounds 
and the bitterness of their historical grievances […] it is not the duty to remember but a duty to 
forget that should be honoured” (Rieff, 2016, p. 121). This study adopts Rieff’s argument, 
according to which the non-valorisation of the collective memory is an intellectual operation 
necessary for reconciliation in the community. Haidar et al. (2006) states that “The opportunity 
to inhabit a city without ghosts and shadows depends on this condition, which enables people 
to choose afresh their own urban dimension” (p. 110).  

The central importance of resilience to the argument means that the role of memory must also 
be considered. The aim is to understand what the role of memory may be when rethinking a 
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reality shaped by the trauma of conflict. Or rather, what is the legacy, both urban and social, of 
urbicide, of the distortion of landscape and the creation of “traumascape” (Tumarkin, 2005). 

Sarajevo is in fact a city that has preferred the oblivion of memory to the re-invention of meaning 
for the places which acquired negative connotations during the siege. Examples of the new 
identity assumed by meeting places are found in the process of unremembering of Mount 
Trebević or of the suburbs of Ilidža. 

S. Barakat defines reconstruction as “a peaceful environment that prevents a relapse into 
violence” (Barakat, 2010, p. 11). This “environment” may be understood not as a physical space, 
but as a condition of socialisation: the renewal of places of collectiveness without their physical 
reconstruction. The creation of new layers of significance overlaying the remains of war gives 
new meaning to practices of resilience, thus turning an outcome of trauma into a positive 
practice, without recreating the physical spaces in which this trauma occurred. 
 

Three guiding principles 

The adaptability of the Sarajlije and the importance of memory are thus the point of departure 
of the project, from which its main objectives and related strategic actions develop. Three 
guiding principles governing the project can be identified. 

The ‘scattered’ approach; the pathway of facilities 

Širokača, while not particularly densely settled, is one of the largest mahalas in the city. In order 
to intervene in an area of this size the idea of a project pathway or “spine” ascending (and 
descending) the slope, joining the valley to the upper hillside and distributing services in a 
precise but scattered manner, involving the whole area, was devised (Fig. 11). The pathway also 
aims to provide a focal point in a divided reality by reducing the distance between different 
spaces and diverse concerns. The language of composition is clear and unambiguous, but also 
allows variety and freedom. 

The pathway gives the project its overall identity, which is expressed in a variety of forms and in 
various places. The distribution of small and medium-scale interventions over a wide area (Fig. 
12) means that their overall influence is enhanced while pre-existing forms are respected in 
order to maximise cost-benefit ratios. In a context rich in meaning but poor in economic terms 
like Sarajevo, this is obviously indispensable.   

Bottom-up initiatives 

Although the concept of participation has been much debated and contradicted in the world of 
architecture, it is indisputably a fundamental rationale of this project, which takes advantage of 
the existing network of relations in a peri-urban community in order to create bottom-up 
initiatives aimed at the reconstruction of a fragmented and divided social fabric. The 
involvement of the community in the creation of their public spaces aims at strengthening the 
bond among its members and at restoring a spirit of place. The sought-after effect of this 
participatory approach would be achieved through awareness-raising campaigns, an inclusive 
methodology for the fair distribution of public space and delivery of basic services, and new 
economic and social possibilities that are implemented through the proposed strategic actions. 

Urban resilience 

The adaptability of the inhabitants of Sarajevo during the siege has already been mentioned, but 
not the precise ways in which they faced the privation of basic commodities and living space. 
Fragile devices made from the mechanical parts of washing machines and other bits and pieces 
were placed in the rivers and streams to generate electricity; tarpaulins were stretched across 
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streets to protect pedestrians from the sight line of the snipers; all green spaces were used for 
allotments; houses were rigged up with the DIY tools necessary for everyday life. 

Such survival techniques have been amply studied and accounts make fascinating reading, 
however it is important to underline that this study does not propose to readopt strategies used 
in desperation in order to survive an emergency, but rather to gain inspiration from the spirit of 
inventiveness in order to generate innovative solutions. The intention is to purge such practices 
of resilience of any remaining negative connotations and give them new meaning. A process of 
trust building in the community and the belief in the possibilities of “build it yourself” (Ward, 
1976) is also central to the project’s spirit. 

 
STRATEGY 
The project revolves around four types of action, each of which is a response to the needs 
identified and to the problems analysed and correspond to the objectives that have been 
established, namely reduce, reconnect, reactivate, and resettle. 
 

Reduce 

The first typology of intervention involves the reduction of hydrogeological risk, combined with 
the creation of a local network of peri-urban agriculture. The rural characteristics of the area 
and the presence of small cultivated plots between the houses in Širokača suggest that setting 
up a more organised system of allotments is appropriate. In order to create such a system on 
the mountainside, a gradual process of levelling is necessary; as well as enabling cultivation, this 
operation also consolidates the surface of the terrain.  

Aside from bringing food into the household, peri-urban farming activities can improve income 
possibilities and may be relevant in terms of community empowerment and inter-ethnic 
reconciliation. Evidence shows that urban and peri-urban farming “can play a critical role in helping 
the world’s urban poor by providing a practical solution to the food crisis in the shorter term, and 
by providing a climate change adaptation mechanism in the longer term” (El Bilali et al., 2013, p. 
1604). However, currently, at an institutional level, there is little interest in urban farming in Bosnia 
& Herzegovina and any initiatives depend on the few NGOs active in this sector. 
 

Reconnect 

The second type of action includes a series of interventions at the level of public space that form 
a pathway designed to create shared meeting places in order to foster a sense of community. 
Reconnection is therefore a physical process, the mending of a fragmented urban fabric, and a 
psychological change in the individual’s position within the community. Reconnection also 
involves the historical tie between the citizen and nature, interrupted by urbanisation and war 
and reproposed here at the neighbourhood scale.  
 

Reactivate 

New buildings along the pathway have not been given a specific function so that their use can 
be adapted to the needs of the moment and of the user. The objective is to create spaces to 
house a network of resident-run facilities. These reflect the everyday needs of the community 
such as health clinics, facilities for care of the elderly, schools, youth centres, neighbourhood 
centres and premises for commercial activities. On-site research confirms how such amenities 
are today lacking if not absent in Širokača and in the most part of the surrounding mahalas.  
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Figure 11: Extract of masterplan for Širokača showing the whole pathway of facilities from Stari Grad to the IEBL 
Source: Author, 2018
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Figure 12: Some examples of the designed spaces and interventions: public facilities around a pocket square and the 
repurposing and new accessibility of the stream, as a new public green space  

Source: Author, 2018 
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Figure 13: Some examples of the designed spaces and interventions: a section of the housing unit 

Source: Author, 2018 
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Resettle 

The housing problem in Sarajevo is particularly felt due to the problem of landslide risk on the 
one hand and to the as yet unresolved consequences of the war on the other. As a response to 
the latter, several resettlement programmes have been set up by national organisations (Federal 
Ministry of Displaced Persons and Refugees, Regional Housing Programme) and international 
bodies (Hilfswerk, UNHCR, 2013).  

The housing solution proposed in this project, which can be reproduced in all similar contexts, 
is the creation of housing developments in geomorphologic risk-free zones within existing 
neighbourhoods, in order to resettle local residents and post-’95 returnees. Other weak 
members of the population, who are not at present considered high priority in rehousing 
programmes, are included in this housing solution: the elderly, young couples, single or new 
families. 

The overall dynamic of the facilities pathway (Fig. 11) is a function of the interaction of numerous 
locations which can be exemplified by three focal points of the project. The first hub is the 
housing development together with the workshop (Fig. 12). The second focus is a cultivated area 
which combines risk prevention and social interaction. The third example demonstrates the 
relationships created between public spaces and their natural or built context (Fig. 13). The 
precise identity of the project lies both in each individual small-scale intervention and in the 
ascending or descending pathway which they create as a whole 

 

Postscript 

On the mountainside above Širokača, a war-damaged derelict construction is visible (Fig. 14). 
This building is administratively under the jurisdiction of the Republika Srpska and as such is 
outside the range of any intervention in the mahala. Whatever improvements may be done in 
Širokača, this sign of past conflict cannot be eradicated, hampering the project’s vision and its 
effectiveness in terms of reconciliation. This demonstrates how the boundary line’s grey area 
effects the perception of space and conditions urban planning and design in Sarajevo. The crucial 
issue of administrative division can only be resolved through diplomatic discussions between 
the sides. 

 
Figure 14: War-damaged building in Šumarska ulica, above Širokača, on Republika Srpska side 

of the IEBL 
Source: Author, 2018 
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CONCLUSIONS. RESILIENCE AND RECONCILIATION 
“The language in which I think, in which I feel, in which I live and in which I experience the world, 
has been reduced to a tool for the creation of misunderstanding” (Karahasan, 1994, p. 14) 

The themes of this project are part of a wider reflection on the city in a moment of a delicate 
post-war post-reconstruction transition. Sarajevo, half-way house between West and East, is a 
bridge between the two worlds and a place where it is still possible to re-imagine both. Although 
the future may seem bleak, alternative scenarios are still attainable.  

In recognising the strengths and weaknesses of the Bosnian capital and in particular of the 
mahalas, with their problematic relationship between morphology, history and settlement, the 
Širokača project is rooted in the everyday experience of the neighbourhood. It seeks to improve 
the relationship between the city and its citizens through bottom up participatory strategies and 
scattered small-scale architectural interventions. 

Each individual operation in the proposed pathway shares and expresses the same underlying 
objectives as the entire project, which in turn can be reproduced at the macro-level of an urban 
system which possesses the same nature as its parts. 

The results of recent investment from the Gulf States and the recent growth of international 
tourism are evident in the ostentatious new developments in and around Sarajevo. Fostering 
strong local communities is a possible antidote to the loss of identity which these changes, 
coupled with post-war demographic shifts, are likely to bring. The implementation of pathways 
of small-scale architectural interventions, such as those proposed in this work, could serve as a 
means to kick-start a necessary process of urban reactivation.  

The potential of a peri-urban context, the economic constraints and the informal character of 
the mahalas are symptoms of an urban development in need of regulation and direction towards 
a more equal future. Their latent urban resilience, which is both inspiration and instrument of 
this project, is a resource for the creation of a network of mutual help and sustainable 
mechanisms which are not only physically tangible, but also social. 

A situation of pressing and genuine need may also have lessons to teach to more stable and 
democratic cities, with more peaceful histories. 
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