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Abstract: The paper focuses on urban transformations that began in the late 1980s and 
were accelerated after the change of political system in 1991 (proclamation of Slovenian 
independency) and introduction of free-market economy. Contrary to the majority of 
Western European countries, which experienced intense urban growth after the Second 
World War, Slovenian urban system was marked by a distinctive form of polycentric 
development, supported by specific political decisions. The diminishment of agricultural 
activities was not followed by intense migration to urban areas and could be better 
described as moderate urban growth. Due to the phase of restrained, unfinished 
urbanization in the socialist period, the Slovenian urban system now faces an intense 
suburbanization process, which poses a challenge (i.e. threat) to the future development of 
a sustainable urban structure. The case study of Slovenian capital Ljubljana shows how the 
process of suburbanization is connected to the expansion and improvement of 
infrastructure systems (e.g. transport and telecommunication systems). Enhanced 
accessibility of the extended Ljubljana periphery represents an attractive compromise 
between the benefits of urban (i.e. employment and urban services) and the benefits of 
rural areas (i.e. good natural conditions). The increasing number of people, who would like 
to live the urban way of life and have better access to natural areas could be a positive 
trend when carefully combined with strategic spatial planning based on development of the 
whole urban region. Otherwise, enhanced accessibility could act as a support to negative 
suburbanization trend and help to increase the dispersion of small settlements across the 
country. 
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1 Introduction  
 
Intensive urbanization in the countries of Western Europe and North America reached the 
peak after the Second World War (especially in the sixties an seventies). In this period, the 
concentration of population in the central areas of bigger cities largely increased. Flows of 
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people in the direction of big cities led to expansion of central urban areas and formation of 
large suburban belts. These processes of extension of city gravitation power may be 
labeled as process of metropolization where large cities concentrate their power in central 
areas of urban region and form hierarchical relationships with surrounding (suburbanized) 
areas. François Ascher (1995) for example described metropolization also as 
“devitalization of certain centres, where business, using the increased possibilities of 
transport and telecommunications, are reforming, concentrating their strategic functions 
(management, finance, commercial and research) into a limited number of large 
metropolises or megalopoles, even if this means delocalising smaller and more specialized 
production units towards less rich regions and smaller towns”. 
  
The accelerated transformation of territories, which lie farther in the urban region, forced 
urban planners already in sixties and seventies to experiment with the development of new 
urban systems. In the beginning, new urban systems were planned as satellite - 
metropolitan villages, that were conceived as dormitory settlements within commuting 
distance from an urban workplace. The relationship between central metropolitan areas and 
metropolitan villages was based on hierarchical relationship in which suburban areas were 
perceived as a unit of support that unburdens the pressure from central areas.  
 
The result of such urban development was shown in a specific development of satellite 
areas, which shows good connections with central areas via transport corridors but also 
inefficiency in attracting new capital or developing new, additional services that would 
improve living conditions in the area. Due to bad consequences of this hierarchical strategy 
which resulted in disproportional development of large urban region, urban planners began 
to experiment with the development of less hierarchical urban systems, which are based on 
more sustainable, democratic relationship between the city and its surroundings. 
Decentralization of metropolis in relation to smaller towns should stimulate a more 
balanced and proportionate socio-economic development of entire urban region.  
 
2 Specialties of Slovenian Urban System - Unfinished urbanization and acceleration 
of suburbanization process  
 
In comparison to western European urban systems the Slovenian urban system has some 
specifics that currently lead the urban transformation into different direction. After the 
Second World War in Slovenia developed an urban system that is marked by a phase of 
unfinished urbanization. In comparison to many western countries, where the trend of 
intensive urbanization  (concentration of people, capital, services in big cities) assisted in 
formation of large urban agglomerations, the trend of urbanization1 in Slovenia wasn’t so 
powerful because of specific planned, political decisions.  
 
Aspirations of urban planners were intentionally directed toward the organization of 
polycentric urban structure and transformation of rural areas (deagrarization). The process 

                                                 
1 Urbanization as diminishment in the number of rural population and increase in the number of  
urban population. 
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of diminishment of agricultural activities that begun after the second world war, wasn’t 
followed by enough powerful processes of urbanization that should concentrate people and 
services in large urban agglomerations. Despite the processes of “socialistic 
modernization”  (big urban plans which include construction of new industrial cities and 
large housing facilities) the Slovenian urban system never reached the level of high 
urbanization (characteristic of West European countries and also some of East European 
countries) (see graph 1), but what happened was that after a short period of moderate 
increase in concentration of people and capital in urban areas followed a processes of 
gradual deurbanization and migration of people and capital out of big urban areas. 
 
Graph 1: Percentage of urban population in some countries of Western (c.1990) and 
Eastern  Europe  (c.1992) 
 
 

Sources: United Center for Human Settlements (1996) An urbanising world, Oxford, 
Oxford University Press; Paccione, M. (2001) Urban Geography, London, Routledge; 
Vladimir, K. (2001) “Processes of Deagrarization and urbanization of Slovene Rural 
Areas”, in Klemečič, M. (ed.) Rural Areas at the Millennium Shift: Challenges and 
Problems, pp. 7-17.  
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Because of interference, intentional obstruction of processes of “spontaneous urbanization” 
2 in the sixties and seventies, the Slovenian urban system developed without, by missing 
the phase of intense urbanization. After the exchange of political systems (proclamation of 
Slovenian independency in 1991) and transition to market economy, the processes of 
spontaneous, uncontrolled urbanization and centralization resuscitated, revived. These 
processes are because of the missing phase in the development of Slovenian urban system 
especially vivid and powerful in the last decade and are directing the urban system into a 
new form of hierarchical structure.  
 
The processes of polycentric development supported by political elites in sixties  set path 
for accelerated suburbanization in Slovenia. In fact, we cannot talk about classic 
suburbanization process which follows the phase of intensive urbanization but special 
suburbanization process that is based on slow growth of housing estates. The drastic 
rechanelling of resources away from housing and infrastructure systems development to 
industrial (particularly heavy industrial) development set basis for individual housing 
construction. Since, during the phase of socialist intensive industrialization, urban housing 
and infrastructure grew slowly it made sense to allow people to built their homes on their 
own parcels of land, which were usually located outside the central urban areas (large 
urban areas were during the period of socialism nationalized by state authorities). In this 
way the state managed to keep the workforce in the vicinity of industrial facilities and use 
the existing housing and public infrastructure, no matter how inadequate or old, could still 
serve the primary goal of industrialization.  
 
The consequences of this activity can be recognized in low population density and urban 
sprawl that represents one of main characteristics of Slovenian urban system. Urban sprawl 
can be observed in the increase of dwellings in detached houses and, at the same time, as 
the number of multi-dwelling buildings (representing from the ecological point of view a 
more sustainable urban form), decreased in relative terms. The share of dwellings in 
detached houses was in the year 1960 around 27%, in the year 1984 it increased to 54% 
and in the year 1990 already to 80% (numbers for the year 2002 are presented in table 1). 
At present, in Slovenia, approximately 63% of dwellings are located in detached houses 
that are placed in open air and not in concentrated urban areas. In detached houses live 1,3 
million people (65% of Slovenian population), among these only 200 000 live in cities and 
550 000 in suburban areas (Ravbar, 1999:20).    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
2 Spontaneous urbanization in the sense of spontaneous flow of goods, people, capital into cities, 
until it reaches  the level of satiety. When satiation reaches its limits the process of suburbanization 
begin since the city cannot support any new “pressure” in the central areas.    
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Table 1: Buildings with dwellings by type of construction and type of settlement, 
Slovenia, Census 2002 
 

  Total 
Urban settlements   
Detached individual house 105742
Semi-detached or row house 23390 
House with agricultural premises 1932 
Multi-dwelling building 15585 
Other 991 

Non-urban settlements   
Detached individual house 273777
Semi-detached or row house 7391 
House with agricultural premises 30829 
Multi-dwelling building 2420 
Other 972 

 
Source: Statistical Office of the Republic of Slovenia, Census of Population, Households 
and Housing, 2002. 
 
Slovenia, with its 20.256 km², has more than 6000 settlements and small-inhabited areas. 
The national register from 1991 shows that small settlements are prevalent in confront to 
densely populated areas (more than 50 % of settlements have less 100 people, 10 % of 
settlements have more than 500 people and only 15 % more than 10.000 (in this areas lives 
more than one third of the population)). In the last 10 years the processes of dispersed 
suburbanization continued and evolved. The number of population in suburban areas that 
gravitate to bigger urban centers has increased. The analyses show that more than 62 % 
(1.230.000) of all Slovenian population lives inside the two-kilometer gravitation belt from 
the urban center (at the local level). Around 23 % of population lives in 2-5 kilometer 
gravitation belt and 15 % of Slovenian people live in an area, which is more than 5 
kilometers distant from the local city center. 
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Picture 1: Ljubljana and its surrounding areas show a high level of dispersion of 
settlements  
 
 

 
 
(Source: Mestna občina Ljubljana (MOL) – Oddelek za urbanizem (City Municipality of 
Ljubljana, Department for Urbanism). http://ppmol.org/urbanizem3/index2.html   On  
10.2.2003) 
 
The data show that the dispersion of settlements coincides with the daily working 
migration flows from suburban areas to local city centers. The case of Ljubljana 
metropolitan region is especially evident (Picture 1). The next two pictures show daily 
working migration flows in the Ljubljana region (Picture 2). The thickness of the line signs 
the number of daily migrants (the thicker is the line, the larger is the number of daily 
migrants). The first picture represents the daily working migration flows into Ljubljana and 
the second one the daily working migrations flows that are directed out of Ljubljana. By 
visually analyzing the thickness of the lines on the two pictures, the large gap, between 
daily working migration flows into and out of Ljubljana, is easy to notice.    
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Picture 2: Daily working migration flows to Ljubljana region 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Source: Rus, A, Stanič, I.  (2000) Ljubljana – Geography of the City, Ljubljana, ZRC 
SAZU 
4 Consequences of unfinished urbanization planning policy – hierarchic urban system   
 
The post-socialist transition period didn’t have much impact on the hierarchic structure of 
Slovenian urban system.  Process of spontaneous  urbanization, in the last decade 
continued by increasing the level of suburban housing facilities and reduction of 
the capacity to develop sustainable housing. In the conditions of such spontaneous 
urbanization, a hierarchical, vertically connected urban system is becoming more and more 
successful. This can be seen from the picture that shows the change in the number of 
population comparing national population registers from 2002 and 1991 (picture 3). 
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Picture 3: The changes in the number of population comparing national population 
registers from 2002 and 1991 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Statistical Office of the Republic of Slovenia (2003) 2002 Population Census, 
Ljubljana, Statistical Office of the Republic of Slovenia 
 
We can see that the number of population in the central area of Ljubljana3 is in decrease 
comparing to surrounding suburban areas. After the change of political system and 
introduction of free market conditions, various law restrictions that prevented larger 
suburbanization, were abolished or modified. Due to more a permissive law and revival of 
land market activities, the process of suburbanization evolved and continued with a higher 
intensity.   
 
The trend of suburbanization can have serious consequences on the quality of living 
conditions in the urban region of Ljubljana.  New infrastructure systems and especially the 
improvement of car transport conditions could intensify the trend of suburbanization. Car 

                                                 
3 Ljubljana, capital of Slovenia and the biggest  city in Slovenian urban system.  On the picture 3, 
the central area of Ljubljana is situated in centre of the map (white area, surrounded by darker 
areas). 

Change in the number of population, population register 2002 

Changes in relation to register 1991

diminishment  

increase
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transport is the main form of transport in Slovenia. In Ljubljana, the number of persons per 
car attains only 2,1 citizens (that means that approximately every two persons in Ljubljana 
own a car). The big number of cars suggests an extremely uneconomical consumption of 
transport possibilities and big pressure on the environment. When the construction of 
Slovenian road-traffic system is finished in the near future, the spatio-temporal borders of 
daily migration flows will transform and enable commuting from far distant areas.  
 
Process of suburbanization is thus additionally supported by construction of new 
infrastructure systems like highways and roads. Table 2 represents the living preferences of 
Slovenian people. The table shows that the largest number of people would prefer to live 
outside of the big cities - in the countryside (predominantly rural areas) (31,3 %), in a 
small settlement (22,2 %), in a larger settlement or small town with up to 20.000 
inhabitants (10,9 %) and suburbs of a larger city (13,9 %). What is especially interesting in 
the sense of new infrastructure systems construction is that a relatively big proportion of 
people (10,1 %) don’t occupy themselves too much with the location of their home as long 
as there exist good transport connections to the places that are important for their everyday 
life (work, leisure etc.).  
 
Table 2: Where would you like to live if you had a chance to? 
 

1   On the Country side, (rural area)   31,3 
2   In a small settlement (non-rural area)   27,2 
3   In a larger settlement or small town (up to 20.000 

inhabitants) 
  10,9 

4   In the suburbs of larger city    13,9 
5   In the center of a larger city (with over 50.000 

inhabitants) 
    3,2 

6   It doesn’t matter where, as long as there are good 
transport connections  

  10,1 

7   Don’t know      3,3 
  SUM 100,0 

 
Source: Center for Spatial Sociology (2002) Slovene Public Opinion about Highways, 
2002, Ljubljana, University of Ljubljana, Faculty of Social Sciences Center for Spatial 
Sociology 
 
The aspiration toward increasing the number of small settlements, residential areas in the 
vicinities of larger cities isn’t a negative aspect as long as it supports the urban structure of 
the territory. The increasing number of people, who would like to live the urban way of life 
and have access to good natural conditions, could be a positive trend when carefully 
combined and followed by a strategic spatial development activity that is based on the 
development of the whole region. In other case, it could act as a supporter of negative 
suburbanization trend and increase the dispersion of small settlements across the whole 
region. In this sense, suburbanization would be described as a negative trend, which has 
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extremely unfavourable effects on the spatial development of the region and causes big 
damage to environment.  
 
3 Conclusion – Sustainable metropolitan region which includes unfinished 
urbanization 
 
The priority of establishing a good traffic network, without paying attention to prior social 
analysis on the level of individual everyday life, has shown its negative sides (this is 
especially evident in the case of daily working migration flows to Ljubljana). The current 
conditions favor hierarchical, vertically connected spatial system that tends to concentrate 
economic, cultural and all other activities in central areas of urban region. In this way, the 
unidirectional, unilateral flow of people, capital and other resources towards developed 
urban areas continues and causes that underdeveloped parts of the urban region stay at the 
same level, subordinated by richer parts.  
 
Unfinished urbanization, marked by small population density in urban areas at the moment 
accelerates the processes of centralization and supports hierarchical development of urban 
region. All the same, unfinished urbanization could also help in creating an integrated, 
non-hierarchical urban system. Speaking slightly ironic, Slovenian urban system is at the 
moment, because of former political decisions, one step ahead of other (western) urban 
systems but could quickly do two steps back if the process of spontaneous urbanization 
continues. Slovenian urban system has a vague form of polycentric structure that was 
intentionally set up after the second war at the cost of leaving out the phase of intensive 
urbanization. This urban deficiency is now showing its negative side by accelerating 
suburbanization in the areas, which should be, because of their exceptional natural, 
economical and cultural importance, severely protected (e.g. natural parks or areas where 
are located supplies of drinking water).  
 
Unfinished urbanization could be in this context used for the improvement of Slovenian 
urban system and help in development of integrated urban system that encourages 
heterogenic, multi directional flows of people, information and resources across the whole 
of urban region. The main question that emerges at this point is whether the phase of 
unfinished urbanization (former polycentric structure) could be incorporated into the new 
urban system without necessarily going through the process of intensive spontaneous 
urbanization that happened in many western countries and is Slovenia now experiencing 
after the introduction of market economy. Only by accepting the phase of unfinished 
urbanization, which works as a latent element in the fabric of individual everyday life, the 
Slovenian urban system can draw profit from the current situation and ease the negative 
effects of post-socialistic transition. Next period in the development of Slovenian urban 
system should thus be founded on the balance between ecology (protection of natural areas 
e.g. natural resources in the urban system) and multilateral infrastructure systems 
development which doesn’t support further urban sprawl. Adequate and affordable housing 
for all in the case of Slovenia means the development of more democratic urban system 
that helps to limit the pressures generated by dispersed suburbanization and protects 
natural resources through integration of urban areas  
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