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Summary
The article discusses global city aspirations as a mirage which Belgrade and Tirana 
are continuously trying to attain. Catching this mirage is the guiding rationale of urban 
transformations in the two cities. Importantly, I argue that peripherality and the aspira-
tions to be more central legitimise certain urban governance strategies, specifically de-
politicising urban transformation. The article demonstrates that eventually depoliticisa-
tion strategies backfire and, instead, lead to further peripheralisation. Hence, the study 
explores the relation between peripheralisation and depoliticising urban transformation 
in Belgrade and Tirana as cities which employ their urban transformation to catch up 
with global cities. It empirically explores this relation through analysing governance 
discourses and practices of two megaprojects, the Belgrade Waterfront (BWF) and the 

1)	 I would like to thank Chris Aziz and Moritz Mihatsch for their continuous support, language edits and com-
ments.	

*	 Hend Aly, M.A., Urban Governance Specialist, UN Habitat Egypt Country Office, Housing and Building 
Research Center, 87 Tahrir Street, Doki, Giza, Egypt. – Email: hend.aly@un.org.



44	 Hend Aly 

New National Theatre in Tirana. The analysis addresses three main questions, the first 
one is on the nature of depoliticisation and how it is practiced, while the second and the 
third questions tackle the entangled relation between depoliticisation and peripherali-
sation.

Conceptually, the article draws on the scholarly debates on the concepts of peripher-
alisation and depoliticisation. The research is mainly based on semi-structured interviews 
with state officials, experts and activists, observations, project related official and brand-
ing documents and official statements. Fieldtrips were organised to Belgrade and Tirana 
in winter 2018–2019 and summer 2019.

Keywords:	 Governance, urban development, urban transformation, peripheralisation, 
depoliticisation, global city, megaprojects, Tirana, Belgrade

Zusammenfassung

Weltstadt als Illusion: Die Entpolitisierung der 
Stadtentwicklung von Belgrad und Tirana
In diesem Artikel werden die Weltstadt-Bestrebungen als eine Illusion, die Belgrad und 
Tirana ständig zu erreichen versuchen, analysiert. Dieses Traumbild einzufangen, ist 
das Leitmotiv der städtischen Transformationen in den beiden Städten. Ich argumen-
tiere, dass die Peripheralität und das Streben nach mehr Zentralität bestimmte Gover-
nance-Strategien legitimieren, insbesondere die Entpolitisierung der Stadtentwicklung. 
Der Artikel zeigt auf, dass Entpolitisierungsstrategien letztlich kontraproduktiv sind und 
stattdessen zu einer weiteren Peripheralisierung führen. Daher untersuche ich in der 
vorliegenden Studie die Beziehung zwischen Peripheralisierung und Entpolitisierung der 
Stadtentwicklung in Belgrad und Tirana – Städte, die ihre städtische Transformation zu 
nutzen versuchen, um zu Weltstädten aufzuschließen. Empirisch wird dieser Zusammen-
hang durch die Analyse der Governance-Diskurse und -Praktiken zweier Megaprojekte, 
der „Belgrade Waterfront“ (BWF) und des Neuen Nationaltheaters in Tirana, beleuchtet. 
Die Analyse befasst sich mit drei Hauptfragen: Die erste betrifft das Wesen der Entpoli-
tisierung und die Art und Weise, wie sie praktiziert wird, während sich die zweite und die 
dritte Frage mit der verschränkten Beziehung zwischen Entpolitisierung und Periphera-
lisierung befassen.

Konzeptionell stützt sich der Artikel auf die wissenschaftlichen Debatten über die 
Konzepte der Peripheralisierung und der Entpolitisierung. Die empirische Analyse ba-
siert hauptsächlich auf Leitfadeninterviews mit Staatsbeamten, Experten und Aktivisten, 
Beobachtungen, projektbezogenen offiziellen und Branding-Dokumenten und offiziellen 
Stellungnahmen. Die Feldforschung in Belgrad und Tirana erfolgte im Winter 2018–2019 
und im Sommer 2019.

Schlagwörter:	 Governance, Stadtentwicklung, städtische Transformation, Peripherali-
sierung, Entpolitisierung, Weltstadt, Megaprojekte, Tirana, Belgrad
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1	 Introduction

“BIG’s new theatre will become a crown-jewel of this transformation in the heart of the 
capital [… and realise the] aspirations of a city going on fifth gear yearning for constant 
change and place-making.”2) With these words, Tirana’s Mayor presented the New Na-
tional Theatre designed by a Copenhagen-based top architect, to realise the aspirations 
of the Albanian capital to be a global city. Such aspirations of the periphery to reposition 
in the global hierarchy of cities also present the guiding rationale of the practises and 
discourses governing Belgrade’s megaproject, the Belgrade Waterfront (BWF). My study 
foregrounds such global city mirages as the guiding rationale of urban transformation in 
Belgrade and Tirana. Importantly, I argue that peripherality and the aspirations to be more 
central legitimise certain urban governance strategies, specifically depoliticising urban 
transformation. The article demonstrates that eventually depoliticisation strategies back-
fire and, instead, lead to further peripheralisation. Hence, my study aims at exploring the 
relation between peripheralisation and depoliticising urban transformation in Belgrade 
and Tirana as cities which employ their urban transformation to catch up with global cities.

Tirana’s and Belgrade’s urban transformations are central components of the Albanian 
and Serbian post-socialist transitions. Both cities continue to experience massive changes, 
mirroring their countries’ new identity and image and imposing a transformation from 
their socialist past to the modern capitalist world. Megaprojects are an integral part of the 
neoliberal urban transformation processes. They are believed to be drivers of economic 
transformation and signifiers of modernisation.

The article provides analysis of megaprojects in Tirana and Belgrade not just as the 
physical manifestation of post-socialist transition, but more importantly, as mechanisms 
of repositioning from the periphery to the core and processes of urban transformation, 
where governance strategies are situated in space. Importantly, it establishes strong inter-
linkages between peripheralisation and depoliticisation as the dominant strategy of urban 
transformation governance. Concretely, I argue that the first legitimises the second, while 
the second reproduces the first. Hence, peripheralisation is simultaneously a driving force 
and a product of depoliticising urban transformation.

The article demonstrates that mega urban development projects present a precious 
opportunity to analyse perceptions of where a city is currently positioned, where it as-
pires to be through the project and what is likely to be compromised in the process. Thus, 
such projects demonstrate great potential of studying depoliticisation, peripheralisation 
and their interlinkages. For that reason, it focuses on the Belgrade Waterfront and the New 
National Theatre project which are envisioned to enhance their cities competitiveness and 
realise their worlding aspirations. Both are large-scale mixed-use iconic architecture, lo-
cated in the city centre, and planned as public-private partnerships (PPPs). The two pro-
jects are governed through a set of exclusionary frameworks of technocratic decisions 
and exceptional regulations. Conceptually, the research engages with academic debates 
on (1) peripheralisation, geographies of centrality and world city formation, as well as, 

2)	 As quoted in Myall 2018 (BIG: Bjarke Ingels Group, a Copenhagen-based internationally well-known top 
architectural firm).



46	 Hend Aly 

(2) depoliticisation and the post-political condition. Importantly, it establishes the link 
between the two.

The analysis is mainly based on two fieldtrips to each of the two cities in the peri-
od between 2018–2019. Over 30 interviews were conducted during the research period 
with pubic figures, politicians and state officials, such as the Belgrade City Architect, 
an architect in Belgrade’s city council, an opposition Member of Parliament of Alba-
nia, university professors, journalists and activists in the two cities. Moreover, I have 
interviewed members of the movements which emerged in contestation to the projects 
“Don’t Let Belgrade Drown” (NDB) and the “Alliance for the Protection of the Thea-
tre”. In order to locate narratives within spaces, I visited the sites of the two megapro-
jects various times. Previously, I had visited the BWF gallery and sales office, located 
in the Geozavod building and I am on the emailing list of Eagle Hills, the project’s 
developer, to get updates on the development of the project. Moreover, during my two 
fieldtrips to Tirana, I have regularly attended the daily protests by the Alliance and one 
of its core member meetings.3)

Furthermore, the research includes analysis of official statements by different actors 
and a broad range of official documents, such as contracts, agreements and master plans 
as well as projects’ branding documents. Moreover, I have closely followed social media 
pages of the two movements and some state officials.

The study first brings together and presents academic debates on peripheralisation and 
depoliticisation. This is followed by introducing the BWF and the Theatre project and 
identifying the parallels between megaprojects in the centre and the periphery. Then, the 
study provides analysis of discourses and practices of governing the two megaprojects. 
This is to concretely provide an understanding of how peripherality and the aspirations to 
acquire a better position legitimise depoliticising urban transformation and how depoliti-
cisation as governance strategy of urban transformation in itself creates further peripher-
alisation.

2	 Peripheralisation and depoliticisation

On peripheralisation

The conception of peripheralisation contributes to constructing an understanding of un-
even development within and among cities. It originated from dependency theory and 
world system theory to explain uneven development among nation-states. According to 
these theories, forces of the world economy produce core and periphery (Wallerstein 
1974; Bodenheimer 1970; Caporaso 1978; Namkoong 1999; Goldfrank 2000). Ur-
banists and human geography scholars shifted the focus to the city. A myriad of concepts 

3)	 Due to the sensitivity of the two megaprojects, and the repressive actions by the state, especially in Serbia, all 
the interviews conducted with activists are confidential. The activists are only referred to using their initials. 
For some especially sensitive cases, the initials are made up. Also because of the sensitivity of the issue, a 
number of state/city officials in Albania in different positions, declined my interview request, saying that they 
would rather not give any statements on the matter.
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evolved on the basis of the core and periphery within the world economy theorisation, in-
cluding world city, global city, worlding city, global city network, world city archipelago, 
peripheralisation and polarisation.

Already in the 1960s, Hall (1966) provided analysis of world cities as centres of 
business in which their roles and power expand beyond national borders. In his analysis, 
Hall depicts the shift in the nature of capitalism towards financialisation, which becomes 
central in the later studies. Importantly, various scholars have provided understanding of 
world cities as nodes in a network or/and category in a world hierarchy of cities. Fried-
mann (1986) in his world city hypothesis argues that world cities are organised in a com-
plex spatial hierarchy as sites of concentration of capital, and their global functions are 
reflected in their production system and employment. While Sassen (2002; 2005) in her 
global city analysis, argues that cities play a central role in “linking their national econ-
omies with global circuits”, and as a consequence, form “new geographies of centrality” 
that bring cities together in cross-border networks. This system is organised around a 
“hierarchy of centrality”, in which a city’s position is based on its connectivity within the 
network.

Taylor (2001; 2003; 2018) has worked extensively on theorising the world city net-
work and corporate globalisation. He argues that cities are nodes and the world economy 
is a supra-nodal network. How connected a city is within this network is defined by its’ 
share of workflows of important firms. As a result, the world becomes more economi-
cally integrated but also more polarised. In his writings, he demonstrates how corporate 
globalisation is prevailing, arguing that it exists in each “urban locale” around the world. 
While Taylor asserts that cities are flows and routes rather than spaces and territories, van 
Meeteren and Bassens (2016) insist that looking at cities as places and territories still 
matters. They have employed a networked conception of the global city and the concept 
of world city archipelago to provide an understanding of the “capitalised world econo-
my under conditions of financialised globalisation” (2016, p. 78). Their research on the 
world city archipelago considers the agency of individual cities and states. It highlights 
the importance of looking at how the socio-spatial practises of world cities “produce an 
uneven capitalist geography”, as well as the relevance of studying the role of the state 
in constructing world cities within financialised globalisation (see also Bassens and van 
Meeteren 2015).

While Taylor reaffirms that the global city concept excludes non-global cities, Roy 
and Ong (2011) introduce the worlding city conception to provide an understanding of the 
aspirations of cities which were left out by the world city and the global city scholars. The 
worlding city shifted the focus from studying the achieved position of cities, mainly locat-
ed in the Global North, to, what they call, the “on-going art of being global” among cities 
of the Global South. As it is the case for the previously discussed concepts, the hierarchi-
cal organisation of cities is a main pillar for the worlding city concept. Importantly, Roy 
and Ong referred to competition as a constituting component of the world cities hierarchy. 
As a consequence, Ong (2011) argues that as a result of aspiring to be global cities, the 
global hierarchy is in a state of permanent formation. In his study on worlding cities in the 
Middle East, Beier (2019) also argues that world cities hierarchy is not static as portrayed 
by world city and global city scholars but rather changing and even negotiable. Roy, Ong, 
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and Beier agreed that such aspirations to be global cities represent the main drivers and 
guiding rationale of urbanisation.

This connection between urbanisation and world economy is further explored by stud-
ies on peripheralisation. PoSCoPP (2015) argues that the importance of employing the 
concept of peripheralisation in studying Central and Eastern Europe (CEE), is “unveiling 
relations of power”. They also consider the dynamics of world economy as well as employ 
a spatial approach rather than focusing on the lenses of post-socialist transformation and 
modernisation.

Peripheralisation has been approached and defined differently by scholars. However, 
a broad range of academic writings have considered the complexity of peripheralisation 
and avoided dealing with the periphery as a given geographical location or static position 
within the world city hierarchy. Peripheralisation has been referred to as a label (Elsen-
hans 2015), “practices of conceiving, perceiving […] what has been labelled peripheral” 
(Fischer-Tahir and Naumann 2013, p. 9), multi-dimensional processes of uneven de-
velopment (PoSCoPP 2015) and rhetoric and representation (Paasi 1995). Paasi (1995, p. 
237) argues that despite the importance of economic development in understanding pe-
ripherality, the periphery should be understood “more broadly to include the political, ide-
ological and cultural aspects of the production of space”. Fischer-Tahir and Naumann 
(2013, p. 18) have also emphasised the role of power relations and the symbolic aspects in 
the production of peripheralisation, they have defined it as:

“A spatially organized inequality of power relations and access to material and sym-
bolic goods that constructs and perpetuates the precedence of the centres over areas that 
are marginalized.”

While Fischer-Tahir and Naumann (2013) and PoSCoPP (2015) emphasise the role 
of the political decision, Paasi (1995, p. 236) asserts that peripheralisation “is a result of 
both discursive and non-discursive elements, practices and processes”. Hence, they have 
all agreed that the periphery is a construct.

On depoliticisation

This section follows up on the lines of thought discussed earlier, that (1) the aspirations 
of non-global cities’ to be global constitute an important factor in shaping their urban de-
velopment and that (2) periphery is a construct. It does so by exploring the conceptually 
established links between world economy and peripheralisation with urban development 
and governance. The analysis then narrows down to the conception of depoliticisation as 
the explored links will be examined by the article through analysing depoliticisation dis-
courses and practices of urban development in Belgrade and Tirana.

Harvey (1989) connected the transformation of city governance towards entrepreneur-
ialism, which he identified in the 1980s, to the uneven integration of cities in the world 
economy. As a consequence, enhancing competitiveness and fostering economic growth 
became among the city’s pressing needs and main responsibilities. Furthermore, Harvey’s 
(2001) spatial fix and Smith’s (1984) works established the connection between the pro-
duction of space and financial capitalism tightly. This relation has been explored further 
by studies analysing urban development projects that are thought to enhance cities com-
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petitiveness and their positionality within the world economy (Swyngedouw et al. 2002; 
Wilson and Swyngedouw 2014; Vukmirović 2015; Vento 2017; Aly 2019), while a 
number of urban studies on peripheralisation have established the relations between pe-
ripheralisation and urban development (Fischer-Tahir and Naumann 2013; PoSCoPP 
2015; Carter 2015). More specifically, Carter explored the relation between urban plan-
ning and peripheralisation through arguing that planning contributes to constituting places 
as central or peripheral.

Although depoliticisation has been identified in studies on mega urban development 
projects, as discussed in the next section, the link between concepts of peripheralisation, 
and depoliticisation as governance strategy has not been sufficiently explored. My study 
sustains and further explores the links between peripheralisation and urban governance 
and transformation. It does so through contextualising the discourses and practices of de-
politicisation in governing Belgrade’s and Tirana’s urban transformation. Depoliticisation 
of urban transformation here is not only the product of internal factors but also of regional 
and global trends. A deeper look into urban transformation governance in Belgrade and 
Tirana shows how the two cities are attempting to fulfil their aspirations to be global cities 
through copying the attributes of those in the centre not only based on transforming the 
built environment, but also through replicating their economic growth models and urban 
governance strategies.

For that reason, this section discusses the concepts of the post-political condition and 
depoliticisation and shows the value and limitations of the concepts’ application on not 
fully democratic contexts, as they have originally emerged to analyse democracies of the 
Global North and the deficiencies of democratic rule. However, depoliticisation also takes 
place in less democratic contexts, as my study demonstrates. Political systems in the West-
ern Balkans do not qualify to be defined as fully democratic, although, they are not fully 
authoritarian. For that reason, various concepts have been developed to analyse them, such 
as semi-authoritarianism, semi-democracy, hybrid system, as well as competitive authori-
tarianism. In my study, I refer to them as competitive authoritarian systems. According to 
Bieber (2018), in such regimes, democracy is being reduced to elections, and politics is 
being shaped through authoritarian practices. I argue that, in a competitive authoritarian 
context, authoritarian practices are not sufficient in themselves in governing urban trans-
formation, but they are complemented with tools of depoliticisation. For instance, law 
violations take place to exclude debate within democratic institutions, while participatory 
mechanisms exist, but are undermined to avoid public participation. In the meantime, an 
enforced consensus is being portrayed through controlled media, which takes depolitici-
sation a step further and reduces the urban public debate to the economic and aesthetic 
dimensions.

One of the very important forms of depoliticisation is the post-political condition. 
According to Mouffe (2005), the political is defined by the antagonistic dimension which 
she considers as constitutive of human society. While politics is “a set of practices and in-
stitutions through which an order is created, organizing human co-existence in the context 
of conflictuality provided by the political” (p. 9). The post-political emerges when the po-
litical is reduced from politics, and as a result, politics turns to be a mere set of “technical 
moves and neutral procedures” – in other words, when democratic institutions provide 
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space for only consensual politics, rather than representing a shared symbolic space for 
conflict among adversaries (p. 9). Swyngedouw (2007) has introduced what he calls “the 
post-political city”. He argues that the shift of city government’s role from managerial to 
entrepreneurial which accompanied neo-liberalisation has led to the “foreclosure of the 
political”. This constitutes a post-political condition based on the replacement of conflict 
between different parties over power, leading to a collaboration between technocrats with-
in a framework of universal consensus (pp. 4, 10).

Constructing a consensus is a crucial element for both Mouffe and Swyngedouw. 
However, as competitive authoritarian systems would rather bypass a democratic insti-
tution rather than invest in developing consensual politics, I argue that the post-political 
is not a precise reflection of the form of depoliticisation which takes place within these 
systems. Although Mouffe’s and Swyngedouw’s approaches to technocratic politics re-
main insightful to the study, it follows the definition of Fawcett et al. (2017) of depoliti-
cisation. This concept as well was developed to study democratic deficiencies focusing on 
the Global North, however, it still provides a more flexible approach to depoliticisation, 
which remains applicable within competitive authoritarianism. Fawcett et al. (2017, p. 
6) define depoliticisation as “a set of processes (tactics, strategies and tools) that remove 
or displace the potential for choice, collective agency and deliberation around a particular 
political issue”. They, as well, look at the replacement of political decisions by technocrat-
ic and technical decisions. They argue that depoliticisation is a set of processes that are 
embedded in the democratic rule but is directed towards reducing the political to remove 
collective agency.

3 	 Same same but different: identifying proximity between paradigms 
of developing megaprojects in the core and the periphery

The study focuses on two contested megaprojects, the Belgrade Waterfront (BWF) and 
Tirana’s New Theatre through which Belgrade and Tirana are pursuing urban develop-
ment which aims at attracting investment, fostering economic growth and enhancing city 
competitiveness. Belgrade and Tirana are the capital cities of Serbia and Albania, which 
are located in South-Eastern Europe. As they have both witnessed war/civil war until the 
late 1990s, their transformation processes have been delayed, unlike other cities within the 
region. Importantly, Serbia and Albania applied for European Union Membership in the 
late 2000s. The delayed start created an urge out of catching up. Hence, urban transforma-
tion of the capital cities became central component of Albanian and Serbian post-socialist 
transitions.

Megaprojects are considered as an absolute necessity and trump cards for the two cit-
ies. The BWF and the Theatre are not the only or first megaprojects for either of the two 
cities: a large number of projects have been planned and announced over the last two dec-
ades. In Belgrade, various megaprojects have been announced and even defined as “topics 
of priority”, such as Beko Master Plan, City on Water, Ada Bridge and Beton Hall. Except 
for the Ada Bridge and the BWF, none of the projects were realised for different reasons, 
as discussed by Vukmirović (2015) and Lazarević (2015). Similarly, in Tirana, the The-
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atre is only a part of a much broader transformation of the city centre which includes the 
extension of the central boulevard, the Tower, 4 Ever Green and the Eye of Tirana mixed-
use towers and the renewal of Skanderbeg Square.

What makes the BWF and the Theatre central for this study is that they are being real-
ised. They are also the grandest projects in the two cities, representing the physical mani-
festation of Belgrade’s and Tirana’s aspirations to reposition themselves within the global 
hierarchy of cities by copying the attributes and paths followed by global cities. Conse-
quently, they are not just viewed as an absolute necessity but also as an incontestable and 
inevitable development of Belgrade and Tirana. This pressing and incontestable necessity 
has been employed in both cities to legitimise undemocratic practices and discourses. The 
two projects have been publicly contested, as the movement “Don’t Let Belgrade Drown” 
(NDB) and the “Alliance for the Protection of the Theatre” have formulated mechanisms 
to challenge and contest the enforced depoliticised nature of urban transformation. The 
emergence of the two movements created forces of politicisation of urban development 
facing the forces of depoliticiation in Tirana and Belgrade.

This section first presents the proximity between the paradigms of developing meg-
aprojects in global cities which Belgrade and Tirana aspire to emulate, along with the 
paradigms actually followed by the two cities. Then, it provides a brief overview of the 
two projects.

Cities of the Global North represent an important core which South-East European cities 
aspire to catch up with. Studies analysing the features of megaprojects in some of these core 
cities show that, (1) complexity and uncertainty are argued to be integral components of 
decision-making processes for such large scale projects (Salet et al. 2013); (2) this com-
plexity legitimises depoliticisation (Vento 2017); (3) they are risky and speculative (Fain-
stein 2008); (4) they aim at ambitious goals such as positioning the city within the global 
competition of places (Bornstein 2010); (5) Swyngedouw et al. (2002, pp. 195–225) also 
highlight that (6) they are a “material expression” of “development rationale” which pre-
dominantly seek “generating future growth and waging a competitive struggle to attract 
investment capital”; (7) they reflect a “primacy of project-based initiatives over regulatory 
plans and procedures”; (8) they are representative of the shift from a social to a spatial defi-
nition of development, in which places rather than people are targeted; (9) often they are not 
well integrated into planning systems and are detached from the urban fabric; (10) they by-
pass local governance, with the national government and investors being the leading actors.

Beyond the Global North, cities such as Singapore and Dubai have managed to posi-
tion themselves as global cities, and they have widespread influence. Dubai over the last 
decades succeeded in providing a global model in real estate (Elsheshtawy 2009). The 
Dubai model is based on transnational investor urbanism which is specialised in produc-
ing spectacles of mixed-use mega developments dedicated to the well-off (Koelemaij 
2020). Most of these features were identified in the BWF project (Koelemaij 2020), which 
is, as explained below, built by an Emirati developer.

Megaprojects in Tirana and Belgrade have not recorded any significant differences 
from the previously discussed paradigms. Studies on megaprojects in the two cities (1) 
emphasise that such projects aim at symbolising the city’s European identity and express 
the neo-liberal trend in urban planning; (2) elaborate that mega projects rely on transna-
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tional flows of capital; (3) highlight the major role of investors and international architects 
and the exclusion of the citizens; (4) argue that promised economic growth and prosperity 
are the main drivers of the megaprojects and (5) point out to the efforts of directing public 
debate towards aesthetic aspects of the projects and away from their problematic nature 
(Vukmirović 2015; Lazarević 2015; Pojani 2015; 2018; Koelemaij 2020).

Such proximity between the paradigms of megaprojects demonstrates that cities of 
the Global North and cities in South-East Europe are not in two separate universes. As 
well, it exemplifies the processes of copying the attributes of the centre to catch up with 
it, through transferring the built environment, economic and financial model as well as 
governance strategies.

Belgrade Waterfront

The BWF is a US dollars 3-billion brownfield urban renewal development. It is located in 
the centre of Belgrade, along the east bank of River Sava. The mega development occupies 
slightly over 2 million m2. It is a joint venture between the Republic of Serbia and Ea-
gle Hills, an Abu Dhabi-based private real estate investment and development company. 
According to the joint venture, the profit share of the investor is more than double of the 
state’s profit. More importantly, Mohamed Alabbar is the representor of the investor and 
at the meantime the guarantor.4) Simply, Alabbar guarantees himself.5)

The project was first announced in the 2012 local elections and then later presented 
in the 2014 parliamentary elections as part of the campaigns of the Serbia Progressive 
Party (SNS). The project was glorified by underlining its role in fostering the economy, 
attracting tourists and solving various socioeconomic problems, including unemployment 
(Cukic et al. 2015). The idea of developing the waterfront was however not born in 2012. 
It has already appeared in the 1972 General Plan, and kept reappearing afterwards, until it 
was lately realised (Kadijevic and Kovacevic 2016).

BWF, as many other megaprojects around the world, is a spectacular architecture 
and mixed-use development. It encompasses the largest shopping mall in the Balkans, 
Serbia’s tallest tower, Kula Belgrade, which is designed by Chicago based Skidmore, 
Owings & Merrill Global Architects (SOM), high-rise buildings, hotels, residential units, 
offices, etc. The project is currently under construction with some units being already 
occupied. In 2015, the project forcibly evicted residents from their homes in the Savama-
la neighbourhood. The project also displaced transport infrastructure, such as the main 
bus station and the railway, which now passes under the city. Moreover, according to the 
joint venture agreement, a number of monumental buildings became part of BWF, such 
as Geozavod, which was renovated and turned into the BWF gallery and sales office, the 
post office and the historical railway station which was built in 1884 and will be turned 
into a museum. The Bristol hotel – one of the oldest hotels in Belgrade – currently hosts 

4)	 The Joint Venture Agreement: The Belgrade Waterfront Project, is available on: https://www.slideshare.net/ 
slobodandjukic988/jv-agreement-belgrade-waterfront-project-ugovor-o-zajednickom-ulaganju-u-projekat- 
beograd-na-vodi.

5)	 Alabbar is also the chairman of Emaar, which developed the highest tower and the biggest mall in the world 
in Dubai.

https://www.slideshare.net/slobodandjukic988/jv-agreement-belgrade-waterfront-project-ugovor-o-zajednickom-ulaganju-u-projekat-beograd-na-vodi
https://www.slideshare.net/slobodandjukic988/jv-agreement-belgrade-waterfront-project-ugovor-o-zajednickom-ulaganju-u-projekat-beograd-na-vodi
https://www.slideshare.net/slobodandjukic988/jv-agreement-belgrade-waterfront-project-ugovor-o-zajednickom-ulaganju-u-projekat-beograd-na-vodi
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displaced Yugoslav army families who were “temporarily” settled there in early 1990s 
and is now included in the project. Its residents are now facing the threat of eviction 
(Nikolic 2018).

Tirana New National Theatre

In March 2018, the Albanian Prime Minister Edi Rama announced a new modern theatre 
by a top architect to replace the current National Theatre. Shortly after, the Copenha-
gen-based Bjarke Ingels Group (BIG) was named. According to BIG, the theatre will be 
built over 9300 m2 in the centre of Tirana, and it is commissioned by a local developer Fu-
sha Sh.p.k. The historical theatre was demolished, during summer 2020, after a long and 
dedicated resistance by the Alliance. The project will be implemented as a private-public 
partnership (PPP). According to the government, public resources are insufficient to ren-
ovate the building. Importantly, Fusha is believed to have strong connections to the So-
cialist Party (SP),6) and he was described as the “almost exclusive contractor of the Tirana 
municipality” (Exit 2018).

The New Theatre is planned to replace the National Theatre, which was built in 1939 
by the Italian authorities. “It was a cultural and recreation centre” (Menghini et al. 2012, 
p. 201). The building is considered as cultural heritage and it used to be on the list of pro-
tected monuments, until it was removed to enable its demolition (Mali 2018).

Although BIG on its website only mentions the theatre-building, the project which was 
proposed by the developer and voted for by parliament states that the new theatre-building 
makes up only 40 percent of the development, while the remaining 60 percent is dedicated 
to commercial towers (Tirana Echo 2018; Çela and Erebara 2018). Bjarke Ingels, archi-
tect and founder of BIG, has briefly mentioned in an interview with Top Channel Albania 
(cf. Ingels 2018) that the project includes these towers, however without giving any fur-
ther details. Among many other indicators, this shows the lack of transparency among all 
the involved actors.

4	 Entangled and intricately connected processes of depoliticisation 
and peripheralisation

This section foregrounds the relation between depoliticisation and peripheralisation 
through analysing urban governance discourses and practices around the BWF and the 
Theatre in Tirana. Importantly, depoliticising discourses and practices are analysed as pro-
cesses, composed of strategies, tactics and tools, following the definition of Fawcett et al. 
(2017). The study focuses on two strategies of depoliticisation; instituting exclusive deci-
sion-making processes under a cover of democratic rules and procedures and reducing the 
political within public debate. As the analysis demonstrates, depoliticisation and periph-
eralisation are not merely two phenomena which are logically connected on an abstract 
level, but rather are intricately connected and entangled. While peripherality and global 

6)	 The current Prime Minister and the Mayor of Tirana belong to the SP.
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city aspirations legitimise depoliticising urban transformation, depoliticisation discourses 
and practices, in turn, construct further peripheralisation.

Importantly, depoliticisation here is not studied as a set of scattered actions, but rather 
strategies, which are not necessarily planned in advance but can evolve spontaneously 
based on the political context in a specific moment. Although the way depoliticisation is 
practiced makes it seem more like scattered actions, the analysis shows that such actions 
have an inherent logic which brings them together. Consequently, analysing them as strat-
egies rather than individual actions reveals patterns and deepens our understanding of 
depoliticisation. Hence, the section addresses three questions, (1) what is depoliticisation 
in this context and how is it practiced? (2) how does peripheralisation contribute to le-
gitimising depoliticising urban transformation in Belgrade and Tirana? and (3) how does 
depoliticisation construct further peripheralisation?

Depoliticisation strategies

The analysis brings together a set of processes which remove collective agency and the 
potential of choice around the BWF and the Theatre. The first strategy aims at ensuring the 
exclusivity of decision-making processes. It is based on practices which not only reduce 
engagement of citizens, but also limit the involvement of certain public democratic insti-
tutions and political actors. The second strategy focusses on systematically depoliticising 
the discourse related to the two projects, by glorifying and underlining the complex and 
technocratic nature of the projects.

The establishment of an exclusive decision-making process behind a democratic façade 
was realised in the two cases in different forms. Although Albanian and Serbian laws state 
that public participation is obligatory within urban governance processes, this has not 
always been the case in practice. According to Dr. Ledian Bregasi, head of the Albanian 
Union of Architects and Urban Planners (AUA), public participation takes place in some 

STRATEGIES TACTICS TOOLS

Strategy I:
Exclusive Decision 

Making

Disabling official participation 
mechanisms

Façade
Not public

Enforcing state of  
exceptionalism

Legislative modifications
Utilisation of institutional 
weakness

Strategy II:
Dominant Depoliticised 

Discourse

Glorifying the projects Directing public debate towards 
aesthetic and economic aspects

Stressing technocratic nature Underlining complexity and 
importance of expertise

Source:	 Author’s own design

Table 1: 	 Strategies of depoliticisation
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of the local small-scale interventions, however, it is “almost inexistent when it comes to 
megaprojects” (Interview by author June 2019). A. L., architect and member in the NDB, 
echoed Dr. Bregasi’s position, saying: “In Serbia, the reason behind not having real pub-
lic participation, is not the law but rather the application of the law and the political will” 
(Interview by author Dec. 2018).

Although disabling public participatory mechanisms was followed in both projects, 
the tools used varied. In Tirana, the meetings could not be considered public hearings, 
even though they were based on an invitation by the Mayor. In an attempt to reduce the 
demolition from public to a specific group issue, all theatre related meetings took place 
in fancy hotels and only artists were invited. A. T., an actress and active member of the 
Alliance, stated: “There was no choice, the decision was already taken, these meetings 
were just part of the show.” A. K., member of the Alliance and a political analyst, said that 
as an uninvited Albanian citizen, she tried to attend one of those meetings and was refused 
entry by the Mayor’s staff. She was told: “You cannot go to somebody’s home without 
invitation” (Interview by author Jan. 2019). In Belgrade, on the contrary, public hearings 
took place in the city council and they were more inclusive in terms of the attendees. How-
ever, comments were often dismissed. H. S., a member of the NDB, said: “We took the 
public hearing very seriously, and tried to present a counter argument, however, we were 
simply not heard” (Interview by author Dec 2018). The BWF public hearings symbolise 
Mouffe’s (2005) post-political democracy, where democratic institutions do not provide 
a shared symbolic space for conflict among adversaries, as only consensus is allowed and 
there is no space for disagreement.

The second tactic expands exclusion beyond citizens, to certain public institutions, 
and political actors. This was implemented by enforcing a state of exceptionalism con-
cerning all related legislative issues, as well as utilising the weakness of some democrat-
ic institutions. Issuing special laws to bypass the current rules was one of the first actions 
in the two cases. Moreover, the decision-making process has been completely dominat-
ed by national state institutions, while local authorities were almost entirely excluded. 
This is a full realisation of the state of exceptionalism and centralisation which frame 
megaprojects in the Global North, as discussed earlier. Importantly, exceptionalism and 
centralisation were accompanied by some of the features of competitive authoritarian-
ism, as the interventions by Rama, Prime Minister of Albania, and Vučić, the Serbian 
President, show.

After publicly announcing the New Theatre in March 2018, Rama declared that the 
project would not follow regular legislative and institutional procedures, but would be 
regulated by a special law, which was passed by the national parliament later in the same 
year.7) The Special Law granted the socialist majority national parliament the authority to 
expropriate the land, although it was under the jurisdiction of the municipality. Bypassing 
the municipal council, at that time was a necessity as the SP could not attain a majority vote 
(van Gerven Oei 2018a; Rehova 2018). Moreover, the Special Law entailed a second legal 
violation, as it has explicitly referred to the developer Fusha, which was selected without 
any public tender. Later, President Meta returned back the law to the parliament arguing 

7)	 The Special Law is available in Albanian on: http://konsultimipublik.gov.al/Konsultime/Detaje/62.
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that it contradicts the constitution.8) The European Commission, as well, criticised it due to 
the lack of public tender (van Gerven Oei 2018b). In the updated version of the law, Fusha 
was not mentioned and a public tender took place, in which Fusha, unsurprisingly, won.

In the case of BWF, state of exceptionalism was enforced from the very beginning. The 
project was initiated in an Agreement of Cooperation between the Republic of Serbia and 
United Arab Emirates in February 2013. As international agreements supersede domestic 
laws once ratified, the new agreement bypasses a broad range of laws, including PPP and 
concessions laws. Moreover, the BWF was declared as a “Specially Designated Area” and 
the project was considered of national importance in May 2014. These two steps legiti-
mised a series of exceptional frames that were created over the following year (Lalovic 
et al. 2015).

According to the Belgrade Master Plan 2021 conducting international competitions 
was obligatory for urban planning. This hurdle was overcome by modifying the Master 
Plan in September 2014 (Grubbauer and Čamprag 2018). The state of exceptionalism 
expanded to redefining public interest to allow land expropriation in BWF. According to 
Serbian law, the state can expropriate land only in the case of developing public facilities. 
As BWF is a commercial and residential project, the law could not be applied. For that 
reason, in April 2015, one more obstacle was removed by issuing a Lex Specialis (Special 
Law) that confirmed the status of public interest to this specific private project and organ-
ised expropriation procedures (Grubbauer and Čamprag 2018).

Depoliticising public discourse went hand in hand with establishing an exclusive deci-
sion-making process. Glorifying the project is one of the main tactics. Both Albanian and 
Serbian governments have emphasised the transformative capacity of the project for the 
whole city and promised unprecedent economic prosperity while the developers and top 
architects have contributed through visualising the glory. About the BWF, Vučić stated in 
a press conference, that the BWF project “will make Belgrade a regional centre and it will 
attract many tourists” (as qouted by Sekularac 2014) echoing Rama and the Mayor of 
Tirana Erion Veliaj and their presentation of the New Theatre’s role in transforming the 
city to a creative centre. Veliaj, in an official speech, referred to the project as “BIG’s new 
project” stating that it will put the city on the “fifth gear” (as quoted by Myall 2018). This 
reduction of urban development to its expected economic benefits and aesthetics views the 
issue as black and white, and provides it with a consensual frame, as Swyngedouw would 
refer to it. Any opposition to the project is presented as against the greater good, urban 
development and economic growth. It then aims at leaving no space for debating the core 
essence of the project and its impacts.

Lastly, urban planning and development related issues have been considered by of-
ficials in the two cities as complex and technocratic. Folic, Belgrade’s City Architect, 
described public reaction to turning some spaces in the centre to pedestrian areas, saying: 
“People are simply not ..., you know, he is a doctor, he does not need to be an urban plan-
ner, he can’t understand the end result until he sees it’ (Interview by author Dec. 2018). 
8)	 While President Ilir Meta is expected to be politically neutral, he is often seen as politically aligned with the 

Democratic Party. Additionally, the president according to the constitution can only return a law twice, after 
that the parliament can issue the law, if the Constitutional Court has not considered it as unconstitutional. This 
is currently not possible as the Constitutional Court is paralysed as a consequence of on-going judicial reforms.
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Folic believes that citizens lack the necessary technical knowledge, consequently, they are 
denied any form of agency over how their city should look like. Rama has also viewed the 
whole project as a technical problem which needs technical solution by posting experts’ 
opinions to social media to assert that the National Theatre building is technically unfixa-
ble (ABC News Albania 2019). On the other hand, he denied citizens the right to oppose 
the project by saying: “Who doesn’t agree has all the respect but doesn’t have mandate and 
rights to prevent it” (Shqiptarja.com 2019).

Constructing the periphery and legitimising depoliticisation

My study, as discussed earlier, approaches the periphery as a construct rather than a stat-
ic position. Hence, this section explores how depoliticisation contributes to constructing 
peripherality through discourse and decision-making processes. Discourse is an important 
analytical element for both concepts of depoliticisation (Swyngedouw 2007) and periph-
eralisation (Paasi 1995; Carter 2015). Drawing on Paasi’s and Carter’s analysis of the 
discursive construction of peripheralisation, the study shows that the very same discourse 
which aimed at glorifying the projects, reaffirms the peripheral position of the city and the 
need to achieve the project to become closer to the core.

This has been expressed in the discourse of state officials as well as the projects’ brand-
ing documents. While Vučić promised that the BWF will make “Belgrade regional cen-
tre”, Veliaj highlighted the transformative capacities of the New National Theatre, saying 
that it will be the “crown jewel” of the “unprecedent transformation” the city is going 
through. Rama has also stated that the new theatre will make the city a “cultural destina-
tion of European proportions” (as quoted by Block 2020). Branding documents of the 
BWF also underlines enhancing the position of the city, by making it an “international 
destination”, “a new centre of gravity” and “one of the most vibrant capitals in the world”. 
Moreover, economic benefits and potentials were very central in the public discourse, in-
cluding the promise of attracting tourists, investments, entrepreneurs, etc. Even more so, 
the developer, Eagle Hills, in its corporate mission promises “providing sustainable eco-
nomic growth” to “emerging countries”. The utilisation of economic potential reaffirms 
that Tirana and Belgrade are currently economically peripheral, and that their only way 
to be central is to realise these specific megaprojects. Although the projects are aimed at 
making their host cities more central, the discourse used is counterproductive, as it instead 
portrayed the cities’ peripherality.

The construction of peripherality goes beyond the discourse on governance strategies 
and decision-making processes. One of the main features of peripheralisation, according 
to PoSCoPP (2015), is copying the attributes of the centre. In the case of planning and gov-
erning the BWF and the new theatre various elements were replicated to attain the global 
city aspirations, including copying the built environment of CBDs of global cities. But 
importantly, this extends to their governance strategies. As argued before, depoliticisation 
could be explained by the competitive authoritarian nature of the political systems in Ser-
bia and Albania. However, the analysis has shown that this is not a sufficient explanation. 
Authoritarian practices, such as violently repressing critical voices, were systematically 
complemented by depoliticisation strategies to provide the legal and consensual cover for 
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coercion. Importantly, all the depoliticisation strategies followed in the two cases inherit 
elements of strategies practiced in megaproject governance in global cities, which are 
discussed in the previous section.

Peripherality and the aspirations to catch up with global cities serve as a legitimisation 
not just of the projects themselves but also their governing strategies. Disabling partic-
ipation channels and enforcing a state of exceptionalism were compromised to achieve 
the world city aspirations. Portraying the projects as the sole prestigious trump card to 
achieve economic growth and enhance the city’s competitiveness left no space to look 
at core issues, such as the financial burden on the city, who bears the cost and who en-
joys the benefits. Questioning the essence of the project is considered as crippling and 
muddling the perfectly smooth pre-determined paths of the projects and has been sys-
tematically deterred. This is exemplified in violently repressing critical voices, as a huge 
number of the activists in both cities have witnessed either physical violence, lost their 
jobs or faced defamation. The public participation mechanisms became part of the show, 
as one of the activists put it.

Local authorities were completely excluded, and the decision-making process became 
very centralised. Concretely, the national government and the developer monopolised the 
decision-making process and entirely excluded citizens and local authorities. Special laws 
were passed, and exceptional measures were taken to provide the project with a frame 
of legality. Even the definition of public interest by the law was amended to make one 
specific project possible. The underlying logic of the projects is, that they give cities a 
rare chance to finally leave the periphery behind, achieve economic growth, attract in-
vestments and tourists, generate jobs and economic opportunities and most importantly 
be able to compete with other global cities. Capitalising on this rationale, the projects 
become incontestable, and questioning any aspect of the project is framed as undermining 
the progress of the city and the country as a whole.

5	 Conclusion

The study foregrounds the complex relation between peripheralisation and depoliticisation 
as an adopted governance strategy of urban transformation. It has empirically explored this 
relation through analysing governance discourses and practices of two megaprojects, the 
Belgrade Waterfront (BWF) and Tirana’s new theatre. The analysis addresses three main 
questions; the first is on the nature of depoliticisation and how it is practiced, while the 
second and the third questions tackle the entangled relation between depoliticisation and 
peripheralisation. The article demonstrates that while the latter serves as legitimisation 
of the former, the former contributes to constructing the latter. Analysing the discourses 
around the two projects shows how city and state officials as well as the projects’ develop-
ers have systematically depoliticised not only the projects but also urban development in 
general. In the meantime, the discourses which aimed at glorifying the projects and their 
capacity to reposition the city from the periphery to the core, has proven to be counter-
productive. They have instead reinforced the peripherality of the city. On the other hand, 
adhering to the global city aspirations has contributed to legitimising not only the projects, 
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but more importantly their urban governance strategies. The projects are presented as an 
absolute necessity and the cities’ only chance to foster economic growth, and even more 
importantly, to enhance their competitiveness, put an end to their peripherality and bring 
them closer to the centre.

Conceptually, the study brings the academic debates on the concepts of peripheralisa-
tion and depoliticisation together. It foregrounds the linkages between the two concepts, 
which have so far not received substantial attention. Employing depoliticisation and pe-
ripheralisation as lenses to study governance of urban transformation in Belgrade and 
Tirana has proven to be useful, as they provide spatial analysis of political dynamics. More 
importantly, in combination these frames consider internal factors, such as governance 
strategies and the role of different national and local political actors. Simultaneously, they 
factor in regional and international trends and dimensions, such as the world economy, 
financialised globalisation and geographies of centrality. In further research it would be 
interesting to inquire if this connection of peripheralisation and depoliticisation is primar-
ily a phenomenon of the European periphery or if this can equally be observed in aspiring 
cities globally, such as in Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia.

Global city aspirations have proven to be a mirage which Belgrade and Tirana are con-
tinuously trying to attain. However, on the way to catch the mirage, democratic practices 
and principles, the right to the city and rule of law are being sacrificed. Moreover, the in-
ability to practice citizenship and the feelings of exclusion and alienation were expressed 
very loudly during the interviews conducted with active citizens and members of the NDB 
and the Alliance. Although, the negative effects of depoliticising urban transformation and 
urban governance are endless, in my view, their only positive effect is the emergence of 
such movements as forces of politicising the urban realm. Depoliticising urban transfor-
mation and directing city developments towards achieving their global city aspirations do 
not only cause the exclusion of citizens from decision-making, but also, they mean exclud-
ing most of the city dwellers from the services offered by the new developments as they 
are not affordable. Lastly, the model produced by such dynamics cannot be sustainable. 
For that reason, local and international agencies working on urban development need to 
pay attention to major damaging effects such as weakening democratic institutions espe-
cially but not exclusively of local authorities as well as eliminating public participation, 
community engagement and an adequate environment for a free civil society.
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