Kai Vöckler Prishtina is Everywhere
Turbo Urbanism: the Aftermath of a Crisis

A f t e r N A T O - l e d KFOR troops ended civil war in Kosovo (1999), an instant
building boom changed the capital Prishtina dramatically. Within a few years
its population doubled, partly as a consequence of an influx of returning refugees.
Local investors profited, creating quick returns on ‘hit and run’ projects. On
the fringes of the city ‘maverick urbanism’ had a different face: family clans invested
family capital in large houses, built on farmland. The result was a random spread
and development of the city, causing serious functional and structural problems
for the future. Prishtina is Everywhere describes, maps and analyzes the situation in
Prishtina after 1999, documents problem-solving strategies, and discusses the
significance of this kind of urban development for the way urban life evolves in crisis
zones. The title hints at two phenomena: firstly, urban development of this type
is typical for many post-conflict situations, and secondly, most of the construction
in Prishtina has been financed by remittances from family members working abroad
(one-fifth of Kosovo’s entire population lives abroad, specifically in Germany,
Switzerland, and Austria).
T h e a u t h o r and three Kosovar architects co-founded a local NGO
aimed at intervention and action. This is the first of a series of investigations of
urban development in post-conflict areas, initiated by Archis Interventions.
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A N o t e o n S p e l l i n g The Albanian spelling of the names of Kosovar
cities is used here, hence the spelling of Prishtina (Priština in Serbian). This is in accordance with historical reality: ninety percent of the population of Kosovo speaks
Albanian. The only exception is the spelling of Kosovo (Kosova in Albanian), since
Kosovo is the internationally accepted spelling. The names of Albanian and Serbian
people mentioned are rendered in the spelling commonly accepted around the
world (for instance, ‘Milosevic’ instead of ‘Milošević).
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‘A je mirë – How’s it Going?’
A Personal Introduction

In April 2005 the Technische Universität in Graz
hosted a conference organized by Ernst Hubeli,
Grigor Doytchinov, and the Institut für Städtebau
(Institute for Urban Planning and Construction).
The theme of the conference concerned the
changes in Eastern European countries that had
occurred since the dissolution of the Socialist
system. It was one of the most interesting conferences I had attended in several years, because
city architects and directors of urban planning
agencies demonstrated that the process of
reconstructing cities in Eastern Europe was mainly in the hands of private investors. This was
a result of post-Socialist transformation, and in
many ways, it seemed to anticipate what Western
European cities were soon to face, in the form
of increasing deregulation.1 Special heed was paid
to the lecture on Prishtina held by Ilir Gjinolli
(who was still Director of the Institute for Spatial
Planning in Kosovo), for Prishtina was not only
in the middle of a transformative phase – switching over to a market economy – but it was also
dealing with the typical symptoms of a postconflict situation. A majority of the participants
in the conference (myself included) had located
Prishtina on our mental maps when NATO-led
KFOR troops marched into Kosovo in 1999.
However, like most of the others, I knew next to
nothing about the situation there. I became even
1

Unfortunately, the conference was not documented.
For more on this theme, see also Regina Bittner, Wilfried
Hackenbroich, and Kai Vöckler (eds.), Transiträume /
Transit Spaces, Berlin 2006.

more interested when I saw photographs from
Prishtina during the coffee break. Two KosovoAlbanian students of architecture had gathered
them, and this collection came to be known
to faculty members as the ‘scandalous CD’. The
buildings and structures depicted were impressive:
unregulated construction, transgressing upon
every standard I had been familiar with until then,
seemed to have literally burst open the city
after the arrival of the NATO troops. At first
glance, it was clear that this was a special kind of
so-called informal building. A conversation
with the two students – Visar Geci and Gezim
Kastrati – confirmed my first impression: many
parts of the Kosovo-Albanian society were
involved in these building projects, from rural immigrants to the ministries of the provisional
autonomous government, from Albanian refugees
repatriated from the EU or Switzerland to old,
established families. Especially frustrating from
an architectural and urban planning point
of view was the fact that most of the existing city
structure had been destroyed, builders almost
never consulted professionals, and the political
authorities – the UN administration and the
provisional government – stood by and watched,
without lifting a finger. I was intrigued. Spontaneously, I offered to go to Prishtina in the
summer, to take a closer look at developments.
My offer was immediately met with great
enthusiasm. At that point in time, I thought that
I would write an article for an architecture
magazine, and so I suggested that we carry out
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an analysis together. That way, I would learn
something about Prishtina and Kosovo, while at
the same time contributing some of my experience
in investigating urban phenomena. Visar Geci
and I stayed in contact via e-mail, and he assured
me that he would collect all of the important
information and introduce me to ‘all of the important people in Prishtina, including the
president.’ I did not actually believe the latter half
of that promise, but I turned out to be wrong.
I h a d collected enough frequent flyer miles
to get a free flight on Austrian Airlines to
Prishtina, so I booked the flight, and in August
2005 I found myself in the passenger waiting
area at the Vienna Airport, along with large families of Kosovo-Albanians, uniformed members
of the KFOR (Kosovo Forces) from different
countries around the world, and the usual ‘suits’
traveling on business. I first realized what it
meant to enter a country administered by the UN,
when I was going through passport control
and saw the Kosovo-Albanians with their United
Nations-issued UNMIK passports – used by
the interim government in Kosovo – encountered
Austrian border patrol officers at the Prishtina
airfield, had my passport checked by an Indian
KFOR soldier, and ran into Italian carabinieri patrolling the baggage area. In front of the airport,
I was greeted by a KFOR armed reconnaissance
vehicle, and was received with open arms by
Visar Geci, Gezim Kastrati, and a crowd of people waiting for their relatives.
E v e n during my first ride into the city, the
rapid, recent changes that had occurred since the
end of the war were apparent. Half-finished
houses stood alongside fields on the right and left,
small stands lined the streets; behind them,
businesses were in new buildings, whose upper
floors were generally residential. In between
were storehouses full of construction materials,
and gas stations, while just outside of Prishtina,
the concrete walls of the UN compound were
on the right-hand side of the street. The closer we
got to Prishtina, the more traffic and buildings
there were. On the periphery of the city, old Yugoslavian apartment complexes appeared along
the streets; on top of these buildings were additions of one or two unplanned stories. On one

façade hung a gigantic poster of Bill Clinton,
smiling and waving, welcoming arrivals. The
boulevard leading from the airport to the city was
also named after him. On the opposite side of
the street was a ‘Bill Klinton Doner Kebab’ concession truck. American, British, German,
and NATO flags flew everywhere; every once in a
while, an EU flag appeared, expressing the
close connection felt by the majority of the population – the Kosovo-Albanians – for the KFOR
troops. The whole city seemed to be in a permanent state of change. Construction sites were
everywhere; buildings were being torn down,
and half-finished steel and concrete structures
dotted the landscape. Little shops were squeezed
into every available niche: most were simple
steel structures with metal walls. The city appeared to be bursting at the seams. Much of it
looked unfinished or plainly improvised. Lower
floors of unfinished buildings were already
in use, even though their upper stories were still
steel and concrete skeletons. Blue or green
mirrored glass hinted at office spaces and stores;
laundry was hung out to dry on the uncompleted
balconies of the floors opposite: people had
already settled down, under these makeshift conditions. And the closer we got to the city center,
the more clashing contrasts there were – mosques
next to the newly erected glass palaces of banks
and companies, modernist Yugoslavian buildings
next to the multi-storied apartment and office
complexes that had sprung up in recent years, and
here and there, traditional, one-story, square
houses squatted among everything else. It was a
huge mess, emanating momentous energy.
O u r investigation of this impressive, but
disturbing phenomenon began when Visar Geci
picked me up in the morning, so that we could
spend the day systematically wandering through
one city neighborhood after another. I took
countless photos, while we discussed the different
kinds of urban manifestations. At different
times, we met with a number of architects, visited
the city planning agency and various international organizations, such as UN-HABITAT, and
collected as much information as possible regarding the urban development of recent years.
On our walks through the city, Geci’s profound

9 sense of humor helped me understand even
the most outlandish ideas; the results of our research are documented in the first part of this
publication. It was only after a while that I began
to comprehend, with his help, the different

using up all of their savings, as well as the
money sent to them by family members working
abroad. This really made me think of my parents’
house. In my father’s eyes, owning his own
house was (and is) the ultimate in both affluence
and security. When his family fled East Germany
in 1948, they could only take as much as their
suitcases could hold. Accordingly, my childhood
home was as large as my father could make it –
even for a family of five, it was far too big. Being
aware of that, I could well imagine why people
would feel that it is important to own their own
house or apartment in an insecure situation,
even if it does not make much sense from an economic standpoint.
A l t h o u g h I gained only a limited understanding of the social and cultural contexts
in Prishtina, as time went by, I began to feel a
stronger sense of personal connection. My
sojourn in Prishtina, therefore, turned into something entirely different than what I had originally
expected. At the start, I believed that this investigation of urban development would be of great
interest to me professionally, but I had no personal feelings about it. I wanted to approach the
work from the distant perspective of a visitor.
However, the project quickly became a personal
challenge, primarily because I soon realized
that it would not be possible to maintain any sort
of distance. Within a brief period of time, I really
forces driving this unregulated construction:
how the ethnic Albanians of Prishtina had begun – had been introduced to architects, planners,
with great optimism, considering the altered
and other Kosovo intellectuals, who assured me of
their support, and at the same time, expressed
political situation – to shape their own future,
their consternation at the way the city was develdespite the unsettled legal circumstances and
oping. Soon this was followed by evenings spent
economically unstable living conditions. Typical
of this were the groups of identical houses,
discussing the question of what could be done.
ranging from two to eight, standing in the fields
Dissatisfaction with the UN administration was
expressed; it was (justifiably) blamed for not
on the periphery of the city. At first I thought
that they had built identical houses in order to re- bothering to make sure that even the most fundaduce costs – identical houses would simplify
mental planning and construction laws were
the construction process, making it faster and less enforced. Considering the obvious failure of the
international administration, there was an unexpensive, something that is in the interests of
most investors. Only in this case, the investor was spoken appeal to me to help them come up with
the family, and the number of houses correspond- ways to change the situation. Meanwhile, my
ed to the number of brothers in the family. To
colleagues were always eager to talk, at last, about
avoid jealousy among family members, everyone architecture and urban planning – and not
got the same house, although the house of the
about the political situation. This is simply imposeldest was the first one finished. Sisters played no sible, as I quickly realized. As much as I understood their desire to help their city with their
role, since they were supposed to be taken care
expert knowledge, they would not be able to do
of by their husbands’ families. Apparently, no
provisions are made for unmarried sisters. Costs so, unless we took into consideration the surwere also unimportant – on the contrary, they
rounding political circumstances. The dilemma
clearly built as much house as they could afford, started with a problem that affected, almost
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exclusively, the majority of the population,
the Kosovo-Albanians, since they were the only
people who were actually involved in building
(with the exception of the poorer Kosovo-Albanians, who could not afford to build). Many
of the marginalized minorities of Kosovo-Serbs,
Romas, Ashkali, and ‘Egyptians’ were driven
out with violence, and most of them emigrated
unwillingly after 1999. Although they still made
up about ten percent of the city’s population
in 2005, they had no interest in investing in buildings. So if we simply came up with strategies
to deal with city development as it stood, then
these strategies would mainly affect the KosovoAlbanians, and would exclude the minority
populations from the start. Even though this
would reflect the actual situation and could,
therefore, not be done any other way, following
through on this plan would inadvertently
affirm the new balance of power. It became very
clear that this issue could not be overlooked
if we were to deal with the question of ownership.
Often, it was unclear who owned property,
and the obscure situation reflected the mutual
oppression and persecution practiced by ethnic
Serbs and Albanians during the past decades.
That is why this investigation includes a dissection
of the political background of the conflict
between Serbs and Albanians, since that will make
it easier for the reader to understand the historical context.
T h e r e is also the fact that the question of
how to carry out relevant plans and establish
necessary building standards is always a political
issue, too, and so it has to take into account
the actual situation in Kosovo. The situation included a UN administration that regulated
all areas of life, an impenetrable network of international organizations working in Kosovo,
rival local politicians, and a provisional government with limited authority. All of this led us
to ask where and how the knowledge of experts
could actually be implemented. There were
qualified colleagues of ours at the international
organizations, such as UN-HABITAT, and the
newly founded city and national institutions. Yet
each institution gladly shifted responsibility
from one party to the next, and planning went

on as usual everywhere else. Obviously, the
traditional concept of planning was still mostly
intact: an institution’s ability to carry out
plans relied on decisions made from the top. This
affected not only the local planners, but also
the way the international organizations and the
planners they commissioned did their planning.
When I asked him what the Urban Planning
office was going to do about all of the illegal
buildings, the director at the time, Lulzim Nixha,
replied in all seriousness that they would be
torn down. These buildings comprised about
seventy-five percent of all the structures in the
city, and the idea was that they would be rebuilt
or remodeled. Of course, this was not a reasonable idea. It was rooted in the old Socialist
‘double speak’: that is, one says something
opportune and, at the same time, makes it clear
that there is another reality. This other reality
was shaped by the activities of a building mafia,
whose interests were largely in tune with those
of private home builders, while the mafia itself
had close connections with leading politicians.
To make a long story short: at that point in time,
it could be expected that neither the city, nor
the quasi-governmental institutions, nor the international institutions would initiate serious
changes. Considering the existing social structure,
therefore, it was, at first, hard to imagine how it
would be possible to actually carry out a strategy
developed by qualified experts. On the other
hand, without the support of the responsible political powers, any sort of initiative would remain
essentially ineffective. Therefore, the meeting
with Ibrahim Rugova, the President of Kosovo,
sent an important signal. After just a week in

11 Prishtina, I and many of my Kosovar colleagues
were astonished to discover that Visar Geci
had set up an appointment with the President. In
a half-hour meeting, we described our idea: that
it was essential to the city’s future development
to get rid of the worst nuisances, to structure the
development process to benefit the community
as a whole, and to show the many private investors
how they could legalize their buildings. Rugova
expressed discomfort with the current situation
and declared himself ready to support our
efforts. This was very encouraging, since Rugova
was clearly the most influential politician in
Kosovo. Unfortunately, we were not actually able
to take advantage of his support, since he died
unexpectedly six months later.
A f t e r a week in Prishtina, I had made quite
a few new contacts, had had many conversations,
and was gathering an increasing amount of
documentation. I began to see that private investors – whether families or business people – would
not take advantage of the knowledge of expert
planners and architects, nor would they buy into
it simply to serve their own interests. However,
this knowledge would not be effective within the
existing institutional infrastructure, either. Due
to the number of buildings that had already been
constructed and were under construction, as well
as the problematic political situation, it seemed
more than questionable to continue to place trust
in an institutional ‘master plan’ which was
supposed to put everything into order. Obviously,
what was missing was a third force that could
mediate between the public purse strings and
private interests; at the same time, it would also
have to be independent and able to present itself
to the UN administration as a serious representative of the community. From my point of view,
the professional association of architects could
have played an important role here. Along with
her colleagues, the president of the Association of
Architects of Kosova, Florina Jerliu, attempted
to give the Kosovar architects a voice through
their organization. However, she told me that the
architects themselves entertained too many
divergent interests, so that we could not count on
a clear position. In a discussion one evening,
I therefore suggested that a non-governmental
organization for urbanism be founded. After
all, it seemed as if there was an NGO for just
about every problem in the world except, interestingly enough, urban planning.2 The NGO could
act as a mediator between the city government

and the private sector, and in this way, also
attempt to incorporate its expertise into the situation. This idea underwent much discussion,
and the next morning, Florina Jerliu called me
and said briefly: let’s try it! And so Jerliu, Vlora
Navakazi, Visar Geci, and I started an NGO.
The only problem was that none of us had any
idea what an NGO actually was. A citizens’
initiative? Something like a German Verein?
A foundation? An association without any sort
of binding legal structure? I was to learn that
an NGO has no legal structure and can be anything – from a profit-oriented company to
a non-profit foundation. The main criterion is
that it cannot be too strongly associated with
any government office.3
H o w e v e r , more important than these
questions regarding form was the question of how
our local NGO should proceed. We discussed
different strategies and decided to introduce the
idea of an advisory board into the game. The
board would consist of independent local architects and planners, as well as representatives
of city government. It would be a council that
could advise private builders about how to
legalize existing buildings or apply for building
permits (until then, there had been no such
thing as a building permit). Our idea immediately
gave rise to a series of questions: how would
we motivate representatives of city government
to participate? How could we guarantee the
independence of our members and prevent conflicts of interest? How could we keep the process
transparent, in order to hinder corruption
(one of the biggest problems)? How could we stop
the city government from trying to foist its
responsibilities onto others? And how on earth
2

3

On a local level there are urban planning initiatives, such as
Co-PLAN in Tirana, EXPEDITIO in Kotor, and Platforma
9,81 in Zagreb. Besides that, there is a series of international
NGOs led by architects and planners, which specialize
in aiding the victims of catastrophes and play an important
role in this context. However, I do not know of any NGO
that deals with long-term urban development in postconflict situations, with the exception of Architects without
Frontiers, founded in Australia. Even though I strongly
approve of their work, this group tends to minimize the importance of complex social, cultural, economic, and
political situations, focusing too much on the architectural
and planning aspects. See Esther Charlesworth, Architects
Without Frontiers. War, Reconstruction and Design Responsibility, Oxford, etc. 2006.
Many so-called NGOs, however, are, in fact, closely connected with the government infrastructure in their homelands
(for instance, the German GTZ – Gesellschaft für Technische
Zusammenarbeit, or society for technical cooperation –
is closely bound to the BMZ – Bundesministerium für
Wirtschaftliche Zusammenarbeit und Entwicklung, the
federal ministry for economic cooperation and development).
Hence, even this criterion is not necessarily valid.
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would the freelance architects and planners be
paid? These questions became central to those of
us concerned with carrying out the project, as
the reader will see in the second half of this book,
where the questions are documented and discussed. It seemed crucial that a public discussion
about the future of the city should take place.
We were convinced that if the public became
aware of the problems and if a public discussion
that could be understood by all of the city’s
residents took place, that public pressure would
then come to bear on the international and local
politicians in charge. The timing seemed right:
six years after the end of the war and the outbreak
of the building boom. The people’s euphoria
over their new freedom was gradually ebbing, and
in private conversations, many residents expressed
their concern about the situation that had arisen.
Most people I spoke with seemed to have an
ambivalent attitude. On one hand, people were
happy that they had the freedom to look after
their own interests, but on the other, the problems
were so obvious that everyone realized that some
sort of regulation acceptable to all had to be
found. Again and again, I heard from many Kosovo-Albanians, who had returned from exile,
that things should be like they are in Germany –
something that surprised me, since every architect
in Germany complains about the German government’s fervor for regulation. Germany began
working out a highly detailed regulatory system
in the nineteenth century, and it has also been
repeatedly transformed in accordance with changing social and political situations. Clearly, a
system like this could not simply be transferred
over to Prishtina, where conditions were very
different. Prishtina was dominated by a complex,
different form of regulation that consisted of
traditional, family- and clan-oriented elements,
as well as modern components stemming from
the country’s Socialist past. These regulations
were being continually re-shaped as political and
economic conditions changed. Here was a starting point for our project: attempt to implement a
new way of negotiating social problems. The
only question was: how? A public discussion
seemed utterly necessary, and it could only be held
through proper channels of communication:

the newspapers and, most especially, radio
and television. Here we had some luck, since Visar
Geci was not only an architect, but also a television star. His summer program, ‘Cocktail Show’,
broke all viewer records. Geci not only taught
the art of mixing cocktails (something he learned
as a student in Graz), but also used television
as a medium for political satire. The producer in
charge of private television station KTV (Kohavision) assured me that Geci could have as much
broadcasting time as he needed to deal with
the topic. This was an opportunity that we didn’t
want to miss. Even at that point in time, it was
very clear to me that the usual methods of conveying information about architecture and city
planning were insufficient, regardless how relevant
their suggestions were. Yet their degree of relevance was precisely what we had to measure.
From my perspective, this would only be possible
by establishing a direct connection to Kosovar
society, so that we could get immediate feedback
from the people through a public discussion.
It was crucial that we find the right way to do this.
This was primarily a task for my Kosovar colleagues. As a stranger, I remained in the position
of an outsider, who was permitted to make what
seemed to be naïve suggestions, which could
then be qualified in the discussion.
S u b s e q u e n t l y , we discussed more
strategies that could be carried out without media
assistance. They consisted of a discussion involving city government and policies, on the one
hand, and the people affected by these things, on
the other. However, the discussion would also
have to deal with the architectural and planning
problems inherent in the process of bringing
existing buildings up to code and legalizing them.
Ultimately, we realized that we needed a complete assessment of the situation, in order to be
able to negotiate at all. So the first step was to
collect information, whether it concerned existing
regulatory plans, investigations carried out by
other institutions and organizations (such as a
waterworks’ report on illegal tapping of water
resources), or ordinances passed by the UNMIK.
This information could be used to evaluate the
overall situation. Since my Kosovar colleagues,
in their professional capacities, were often

13 involved in these investigations and plans, it
was not difficult to gather the necessary information. On the other hand, figuring out how the
work could be accomplished was problematic. It
was clear that we needed financial support in

order to carry out the project. Even the first
step – of assessing the situation, identifying the
problems, creating solutions (which would need
even further development), and last, but not
least, finding ways to carry out the suggestions –
would entail a considerable amount of work,
which neither I nor my Kosovar colleagues could
do ‘on the side.’ Nevertheless, we were optimistic
that we would succeed in finding the necessary
support for the project.
W i t h a strong will to continuing work on
this very interesting problem of urban development in a post-conflict situation, I returned
to Berlin. Besides the matter of figuring out how
to get a newly founded NGO up and running,
it was also essential to decide how best to activate
the experts and implement their knowledge.
As the conversations with my Kosovar colleagues
showed, it would be crucial to combine the
knowledge of international and local experts.
Contributions from the outside were regarded
4
5

See www.archis.org
Both projects – in Beirut and Prishtina – are documented
in Volume, 11: ‘Cities Unbuilt’ (Archis 1 / 2007).

as positive, since they gave the whole undertaking
the necessary non-partisanship. It was clear that
the idea would be eyed with suspicion in Prishtina, and it was just as obvious that there would
be conflicts of interest for the local architects
and planners. ‘Internationalization’, however,
offered an opportunity to conduct a discussion and assessment independent of politically
sensitive local issues. Volume, a Dutch architectural magazine, offered us a chance to do this.
A successor to the magazine Archis, Volume is
published in English and distributed around the
world; in recent years, it had engaged explicitly
in examining international urban planning. As an
editorial consultant, I had both followed the
discussion and helped to shape it. An important
consideration was to find out how much the subscribers around the world would participate
in the discussion. To do this, Archis produced a
series of ‘events’, which involved local readers,
subscribers, and others in different locations carrying out an intervention at a public place, incorporating a previously agreed-upon theme.4
The first goal was to establish on-site communication with the local readership, in order to
improve contact. On one hand, the intent was to
activate the network of Archis readers, as well
as to encourage them to better use this internationally distributed magazine as a platform. The
editors also discussed using this structure to
respond to possible requests for local interventions. Correspondingly, they could also turn
to the Archis network for exchanges with architects, planners, urban theorists, and other readers
interested in urban development. An opportunity arose to connect a newly founded, local
NGO in Prishtina with the Archis network. Ole
Bouman, editor-in-chief of the magazine at
the time, was very interested in the proposal. At
the same time, a group of Lebanese architects
from Beirut had also turned to the editors with a
request for support for their initiative.5 I immediately flew to Amsterdam in September 2005 to
talk to Bouman about the possibilities of such
an initiative. Subsequently, an NGO called Archis
Interventions was founded as part of the Archis
network. Archis Interventions/Prishtina became
an independent local agency that would develop
the project in cooperation with Archis Interventions/Berlin. We agreed that Prishtina and
Beirut would be the first two projects.
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I t w a s very encouraging to be able to keep
working, knowing that the Archis network was
behind us. Still, an important question remained
unanswered: How could we start working?
How does a non-governmental organization
finance itself ? In our case, it would hardly
be possible to call for donations; consequently,
it was clear that we would have to rely upon
aid money from private, semi-private, state, and
international organizations. I learned the hard
way that these organizations all follow their own
logic – naively, I believed that our initiative
was dealing with a problem that was relevant not
only to Prishtina, but also to post-conflict situations around the world, and that it was therefore worth supporting, not least because it was
one of just a few initiatives dealing with this
problem and offering specific solutions for it. In
fact, however, this was totally irrelevant. Instead,
the project had to fit into whatever program
each support organization was promoting, whether it had to do with gender problems, the protection of minorities, education, property rights,
and so forth. It was difficult to make them
understand the fact that the city is the point where
all of these problems culminate, and urban
development illustrates not only all of these conflicts, but also the progress made in solving them.
This meant that, after about an intensive year
of conversations and applications, we were in
the absurd situation of not being able to get even
minimal financial support, despite having
gathered a number of well-wishers. It was not
until late 2006 that we succeeded in obtaining
some modest support, for the purpose of producing a workshop in Prishtina. It came from the
cultural foundation of an Austrian bank (ERSTE
Stiftung) and the European Cultural Foundation. Along with the Kosovar participants, the
German and Dutch participants who traveled to
Prishtina agreed to work for extremely modest
honoraria. We were only able to produce the
event because a local architectural office provided
a meeting space free of charge, while travelers
were put up in private accommodations. Despite
these adversities, the workshop in December
2006 was a turning point. Working hard for five
days, from nine in the morning until late into

the night, we laid the foundation for the rest
of the work, which is documented in the second
half of this report.
I n e a r l y 2007 we expanded upon our
results and published them in an issue of Volume,
titled ‘Cities Unbuilt.’ Reactions came quickly:
locally, a Kosovar journal, Express, drew attention
to the initiative in two articles.6 In addition, we
were invited by the Alpbach European Forum to
present an exhibition and lecture to an international audience of experts.7 At the request of the
EU coordinator of the Stability Pact for SouthEastern Europe, Erhard Busek, we attended
a conference on the legalization of informal
settlements, where we presented our plans to an
independent organization that mediates between
private investors and city government.8
6
7

8

Express, June 23 and 29, 2007
Europäisches Forum Alpbach, debates on architecture,
August 17 and 18, 2007. The documentation can be downloaded from www.archis.org.
5th Regional Vienna Declaration Meeting, Ministry for
Economic Development Montenegro, UN Habitat, Stability
Pact for South Eastern Europe, Podgorica, October 22
and 23, 2007.

15 Afterward, we received an invitation to a conference held by the NALAS network of local city
governments in South-Eastern Europe.9 The
interest in our project kept us motivated, but it
did not solve the problem of how to finance

the work. In August 2007 Florina Jerliu and
I contacted many international organizations in
Prishtina and filled out about a dozen applications for financial support (which are still under
discussion as of now, May 2008). We enjoyed
a little success when the Liaison Offices of France
and Germany started a cultural initiative to
deal with the future of cities, using Prishtina,
Berlin, and Paris as examples. This project consisted of workshops, and the conclusions were
presented to the public in December 2007.10
It seemed absurd to compare these cities, but
nevertheless, relevant questions emerged. In the
case of Berlin, for example, there arose the
question of why, in 1945, the Allied forces began
their occupation by enforcing fundamental legal
principles, whereas, in Kosovo after 1999,
the rule of law was limited. Florina Jerliu, Ilir
Gjinolli, and their students came up with a
presentation that further developed the analysis
of the December 2006 workshop. Using it as
their starting point, the students’ task was to
analyze selected quarters of the city and then
develop two types of scenarios demonstrating

how the areas might possibly continue to develop:
one, if there were no limitations, and two, if
building regulations were actually enforced. It
soon became clear that neither solution was
acceptable or feasible. The presentation was closely
followed by a few hundred visitors, including
representatives from the city government, the
building ministry, and international organizations,
such as UN-HABITAT. However, a visit from
a candidate running for mayor, Dr. Isa Mustafa,
turned out to be an important occasion. On
the last day of his campaign, Dr. Mustafa took
the time to listen to the students explain the
problematic aspects of future development in the
city. After being elected mayor, he contacted
Florina Jerliu, who was named his personal
consultant in matters of urban development in
January 2008.
T h u s , the new situation at the beginning
of 2008 made it possible to rapidly promote implementation of the strategies that had been
developed. The readiness of local politicians and
administrators to cooperate created a favorable
atmosphere for the successful implementation of
these strategies. In the meantime, a public debate
had begun about how to deal with the ‘illegal’
buildings, while the theme had already played a
central role in the mayoral campaign. During
the writing of this publication, we worked on the
process of implementation, and this work is also
documented in the project section.
T h e third section deals with the question
of what can be learned from the Prishtina project.
The title of the book, ‘Prishtina is Everywhere’,
refers to the fact that, despite all of the special
situations specific to Prishtina after 1999, there are
still features of the city’s social infrastructure
that can be generalized and compared. First
of all, development in Prishtina is prototypical
for developments in post-conflict situations;
on the other hand, there is also a new way for
society to regulate urban development here,
involving local, international, institutionalized,
and ‘informal’ forces. Here, it is immediately
obvious that architecture and urban planning are
always political affairs, and that those active
NALAS – Network of Associations of Local
Authorities of Southeastern Europe, conference in
Bucharest, December 13 –14, 2007.
10 City of the Future – Future of the City. Prishtina –
Berlin – Paris. Franco-German Project on
Architecture and Urban Planning. Presentation on
December 7, 2007, at the Modelarium at the
University of Prishtina.

9

16

Kai Vöckler

‘A j e m i r ë – H o w ’ s i t G o i n g ? ’

in a civil society – especially qualified experts –
play an operative role in this network of relationships when it comes to issues concerning urban
development. The founding of Archis Interventions is therefore not only an attempt to intervene in politics, but also an effort to give local
architects, planners, and other independent city
groups an international forum, as well as
support for their projects. This publication summarizes the results of the Prishtina project and
the knowledge we gathered while working
on it, and presents it for discussion. It should be
noted, however, that this is neither a piece
of scientific research nor a specific plan commissioned or sponsored by any particular institutions or employers. Instead, this was a project
carried out by a private group consisting of
a handful of people, most of whom worked on
this project outside of their regular jobs.
T h e end of this activity cannot yet be foreseen, and it would certainly be beneficial if
the work could be further professionalized. The
foundation for the documentation and discussion of the project was laid when we achieved
our initial goals: to start local debates on the
future of the city, which would lead the city government and other decision-makers to examine
future procedures; and to draw international

attention to the problems of urban development
in post-conflict situations. Prishtina also demonstrates – and in this sense, it is ‘everywhere’ –
that the city is a place where political powers
are undergoing a process of re-territorialization.
Its physical structure illustrates a network of
social relationships: an exciting field comprised
of ‘informal’ planning, carried out by a construct of family groups, friends, and business
partners; and of politically oriented administrative planning. Both are, in their own way,
‘internationalized,’ since they are not independent
of the UN administration, the supranational
non-governmental organizations, or the ‘informal’
networks of the diaspora. In particular, the
urban crisis that characterized Prishtina after 1999
can also be regarded as the expression of an
unfinished process of negotiations with segments
of society, which still have to find their own type
of regulation (as it continues to materialize
in the city). For architects, planners, and urban
theorists, this gives them a chance to reflect on
their position in this exciting field and to imagine
new ways to convey architectural and planning
concepts. However, this also means that they have
to question these concepts and planning methods,
and test their own point of view. In this regard,
there is still much to discuss.
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T h e n e w ‘Turbo style’ architecture, with its mishmash of styles, symbolizes
internationalism and sophistication. There are absolutely no references to traditional,
regional architecture. Home improvement centers sell historical-looking, decorative
set pieces that they get from international distributors for big chain stores. They
are then recombined, often with things seen at a neighbor’s house. This leads to a kind
of Victorian-neoclassical-oriental-American free-style architecture, which of
course makes use of modern construction methods, such as steel and concrete skeleton structures. Television series that present images of the ‘good life’ provide the
role models for this type of architecture. It is no accident that one neighborhood in
Prishtina, which has many cafés and large new buildings, is called ‘Pejton’
(pronounced ‘Peyton’), for it is named after the American television series ‘Peyton
Place.’ Imitating building forms seen in media is a symbolic demonstration of
modernity, but at the same time, it is a rejection of the type of modern architecture
that stands for Socialist Yugoslavia and a past historical epoch. In contrast, commercial buildings have the blue- and green-mirrored, anonymous glass façades of the
‘Dubai style’, which signal prosperity and participation in international business.
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