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Our understanding of the concept of local government has undergone profound 
change over the past several decades. The role of the local authority has shifted: 
rather than controlling development and pursuing a merely hierarchical notion 
of ‘government’, it is now focused on a horizontal concept of ‘governance’. 
Greater emphasis is now placed on activities of organisation and decision-
making, determined by a set of rules, instruments, and processes that promote 
interaction and coordinate stakeholder action designed to achieve common 
outcomes. This requires effective institutions, responsible use of political power, 
and management of public resources. Good governance transcends the bounds 
of public administration to involve other private and civil sector stakeholders 
into decision-making processes. It is founded upon principles of participation, 
legitimacy, equity, decency, accountability, transparency, and efficiency.

The conceptual shift from government to governance has also brought with it 
changes to decision- and policy-making for urban development. Managing urban 
development is an essentially political process that seeks to strike a balance 
between various interests, resolves conflicts centred on resource distribution, 
and builds consensus around developmental policies. Democratic societies 
have institutionalised conflict and cooperation as key drivers of developmental 
policies.1

However, even within the modern concept of local government, there is a major 
dilemma between two modes of developmental policy-making: one is an ethics-
based decision-making model, designed to benefit the ‘public interest’, whereas 
the other entails making decisions rooted in economic development criteria. In the 
former model, the role of the state is dominant in establishing an optimum format 
for development; it is close to the ideology of sustainable development. On the 
other hand, the latter approach emphasises the need for collaboration between the 
various actors in achieving sustainable development, conditioned primarily by 
economic and financial constraints.2

The difficulty of choosing between ethical and economic criteria in decision-making 
is particularly pronounced in underdeveloped nations with weak government 
institutions. These countries characteristically tend to base developmental policies 
on relationships dictated by the relative power of the stakeholders involved.3 An 
environment where the state wields inadequate economic power to carry out what 
is expected of it, where institutions fail to recognise democratic decision-making 
procedures and the importance of involving the civil sector – the stakeholder 
with the greatest importance for defining the content and extent of ‘public good’ 
– is dominated by the interests of powerful financial groups whose actions are 
shaped by market forces.4 Urban development decisions have short shelf lives, 
and interests outweigh values. In these circumstances, professional arbitration, 
requiring as it does stable institutions as guarantors of socio-economically 
balanced decisions and optimum resources allocation, loses all significance and 
becomes relegated to the margins.
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In countries that have undergone post-socialist transition, the shift to free market 
economics and democracy has meant a U-turn for public intervention. First 
and foremost, the delegation of decision-making rights and responsibilities has 
moved from the central to the local level, which has brought about a paradigm 
shift in local governance. The move from institutions of the socialist economic 
and social system to institutions of the free market and democratic society has 
imposed a completely different pattern of behaviour, or, when viewed in a broader 
concept, an entirely new system of values and mind-set. It is the perception of 
the individual that has sustained the greatest change: he is no longer seen as a 
passive executor of decisions made ‘higher up’, but rather as being endowed 
with freedom and accountability.5 This has substantially affected local conditions 
for developmental policy-making, as it has created a new framework for public 
intervention in which all stakeholders are equal and where actions are grounded 
in sound financial rationale.

However, the practice of autonomous decision-making at the local level, a key 
mechanism for aligning interests to create common developmental policies, is yet 
to become commonplace in Serbia. This is primarily due to a pervasive socialist-
era heritage that has left little room for autonomy in decision-making and reduced 
the local-level actors to mere passive implementers of decisions adopted at higher 
levels.6 Moreover, institutional transition has failed to establish an appropriate 
systemic framework. Legislation is poor and inadequately implemented, whereas 
institutions and procedures are under-developed. One of the main weaknesses of 
the current architecture of local government in Serbia is the continuing lack of co-
ordination amongst national-level authorities, as well as between these and local 
governments, in defining new sectoral policies and strategies, amending existing 
policies, and enacting and amending legislation – in particular when it comes to 
delegating new powers to local authorities.7

In Serbia, developmental policy-making processes are chaotic, opaque, and subject 
to various influences. They are characterised by neglect for long-term planning and 
by ad hoc decision-making on the part of local authorities. The manner in which 
decisions are made, as well as consensus around developmental policies, are both 
crucial for spatial development. Changes to the concept of local governance have 
resulted in adjustments to the role of planners in the planning process. Formerly 
independent experts, either in conflict or in collusion with authorities, planners 
have now become active participants in developmental policy-making. Their role 
has become key to organising the entire process, bringing relevant stakeholders 
together, distributing information, building trust between actors, articulating 
interests, and facilitating stakeholder dialogue. The altered role of this profession 
requires a different understanding of the planning process, and, with it, new 
knowledge and skills that go beyond the merely technical.

This issue will be devoted to articles that re-examine the role of the local authority 
in managing urban development and the position of planner in developmental 
policy-making. Emphasis will be placed on the latest experiences from both home 
and abroad that constitute positive examples and planning practices at the local 
level, as well as possible modes of transforming appropriate governance systems.
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