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Cypress Revolution: The Importance of Public 
Participation in Urban Planning Decision-making Process 

in Montenegro  
 

Milica Vujošević1, *, Sonja Dragović1 

1KANA/ko ako ne arhitekt 

Urban development should, ideally, take into consideration public interest, and be based 
on principles of sustainability. Urban planning process needs to be transparent and 
include public participation in early stages, which, however, is not the case in 
Montenegro, or countries of the region. This leads to degradation of urban and natural 
environment, one of such cases being the planning of a kindergarten in southern 
Montenegrin municipality of Bar. This paper analyses planning case of the kindergarten 
in the city of Bar - a process which resulted in cutting down a hundred years old cypress 
park of more than 90 trees, a devastated school yard, and months of massive civic 
protests, all of which ended with government withdrawing the original plan. The paper 
examines the reasons for and the consequences of failure to conduct the adequate public 
participation in contemporary planning process. The architectural organization 
KANA/ko ako ne arhitekt had an active role in supporting the citizens in their initiative 
to protect the natural heritage and assert the right to actively participate in planning of 
their neighborhood. An applied research consisting of gathering and analyzing the 
available documentation (urban plans, government decisions, tenders, projects, laws and 
regulations, land proprietorships, bank loan environmental policies) was conducted, and 
constant clarification of planning procedure was provided, so that the activists could 
find constructive ways to participate in it. Involvement in the process allowed an insight 
in formation of ‘Cypress Revolution’ – the bottom-up urban movement seeking to 
examine, clarify and improve the planning process by asserting the importance of public 
participation. The results of this research show how implications of neglecting public 
input and public interest can be disastrous for the community, for urban environment, 
and for the quality of planning process in general. The conclusion is that meaningful, 
well-timed, well-structured and transparent public participation is an essential part of 
successful urban planning, the goal of which should be to create inclusive and 
sustainable cities. 

Keywords: urban planning, civic initiative, cypress revolution, city of Bar, KANA 

*milicavujosevic@yahoo.com 

1. Introduction 

Urban planning in Montenegro was at an advanced, well-regulated level in the 
post-war period. The process flourished during the period from 1960s to 1980s, 
when cities were developed according to the principles of modern urban design, 
with wide orthogonal streets, new city centers and residential quarters. Cities 
like the capital of Podgorica and coastal city of Bar are excellent examples of 
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urban planning of the modern post-war period. The whole new part of the city 
on the right bank of Morača river in Podgorica has been transformed into a new 
center which still, after 50 years, meets all the necessary infrastructural 
conditions, even with a much larger number of inhabitants than it was originally 
planned for. Today, the city of Bar can thank the urban planning visions and 
regulations of the ‘60s and ‘70s for the width, brightness, and comfort that 
characterize the center of the new, post-war town.  

After a major earthquake hit the coast of Montenegro in 1979, the whole 
Yugoslavia gathered to help the coastal region, including the city of Bar, by 
designing and building all types of necessary buildings and infrastructure. It 
was an action coordinated on the highest level. Urban planning in the states of 
socialist organization was centralized, subordinated to the national economic 
interests (Miljuš, 2018). For the city of Bar, quality urban plans were made and 
implemented consistently by the publicly owned construction companies. 
Thanks to this, Bar is the only city on the coast of Montenegro which is well 
planned and preserved in its large central part, with a significant number of 
residential buildings and facilities for culture, sports, social protection and 
education. Illegal construction, which was booming in the 1990s, did not hit the 
city in its central zones, but only far along the suburban settlements. Because of 
this, citizens of Bar are very proud of their urban environment, satisfied, and 
aware of the quality of the space in which they live. 

Centralized urban planning, characteristic for the states of socialist organization, 
is defined by the closed institutional and ideological framework of a one-party 
system, with limited power of local authorities (Miljuš, 2018,). This involved 
the implementation of decisions taken at the national level, as well as the use of 
state property - land, property and means of production (Hirt, 2005). The role of 
planners, termed as the technical executors of the state goals at the local level 
(Perić, 2013), was especially emphasized, while the participation of citizens was 
completely absent (Nedović-Budić et al., 2011). 

On the other hand, contemporary urban planning practice is in the process of 
transition – it never had a chance to overcome the non-democratic modalities of 
decision-making (Miljuš, 2018). Urban plans are now a tool used to provide 
opportunities for the growth of global capitalism, for which the spatial 
component is crucial (Harvey, 2001). Current non-transparent conditions for 
urban planning usually have less to do with overreaching social or economic 
plans, and are much more influenced by the need to compete in the neoliberal 
globalized market by attracting investors and satisfying their demands, 
regardless of the impact this might have for the long-term public interest. 
Citizens' participation in planning procedures is, hence, purely formal, without 
sustainable or meaningful inclusion.  
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In recent years, ‘investor urbanism’ has not bypassed the city of Bar. Broad 
green areas, parks and public spaces have been identified as potential 
construction sites for the new mixed-use and residential developments by 
numerous local and foreign investors. Thus, over the last decade many 
residential buildings were erected in the backyards of closed urban blocks, in 
the parking lots and in other urban spaces which had a function of public space 
according to the previous plans, but which were deemed merely ‘empty’ by the 
new planning system. The construction of these new residential facilities was 
not encompassed by new facilities for public services: while under the socialist 
system adequate spaces for education, healthcare, culture and sports were 
planned and built along with the new residential blocks, the new developments 
usually rely on the existing infrastructure, which results in crowded schools and 
hospitals, and overall decrease in the quality of service. Other side effects 
include decreased amounts of available parking space (while the number of 
vehicles constantly grows) and disappearance or disrepair of green areas and 
playgrounds. The new architecture is also inadequate: the city of Bar was built 
in a unified and recognizable Mediterranean style, with flat roofs and white 
colored facades; suddenly, the new developments bring in orange high-rise 
buildings with sloped roofs. Evidently, planners create plans which are based 
upon the wishes of investors and dictated by their pursuit of profit 
maximization, while the architects fulfill their demands in terms of aesthetics 
and organization of space. This leads to dissatisfied citizens and inhabitants of 
the neighboring buildings and urban quarters. 

These are some of the symptoms of a problem discussed in this paper, a 
problem rooted in the fundamental lack of civic participation in the urban 
planning processes. The role of citizens is reduced to a mere formality. 
According to the Law on Spatial Planning and Construction (2017), which 
centralizes the planning process and puts the national Government at its 
forefront (see Dragović, 2018), public participation should be part of both the 
initial planning phase – ‘prior public participation’ as a form of early 
consultations with all the stakeholders – and the later, more mature stage, in 
which the plan is already drafted and offered up for broad public discussion, 
before its final adoption. However, this procedure is still to yield any significant 
improvement in practice, which remains quite rigid and inaccessible: a draft of a 
plan is usually available for public to inspect and comment on for a period of up 
to one month, and one central presentation of the document is organized.   
These opportunities to get involved in the planning process are not 
enthusiastically promoted, but normally published only on the Government’s 
web page and in one newspaper with nation-wide distribution. Hence, majority 
of people do not get the information about the prospective changes that the new 
plans might bring to their immediate environment. Instead, the final proposal of 
the plan is presented to the citizens during the central presentation, which is 
usually not well promoted or attended. Citizens’ comments, gathered in the 
course of a public debate, are usually rejected – especially if the changes they 
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propose are in conflict with the interests of investors whose projects depend on 
the plan. Such method of urban planning has led to a chaotic spatial 
development which defines contemporary Montenegro and is characterized by 
over-production of marketable built space, disregard for natural environment, 
neglect of public interest, and lack of adequate infrastructure to support such 
unsustainable development. 

Negative consequences of urban planning process which favors the particular 
interests of real-estate investors are evident even when the plans focus on public 
services. This was made obvious in the recent case of new Bar kindergarten, 
where plans envisioned cutting down an entire park of more than 90 cypress 
trees in order to clear out the space for new construction, while leaving other, 
more suitable plots available for private developments. Such destruction of 
valuable common space in order to provide public service was not approved by 
the local community, and it has provoked massive civic protests and calls for 
more responsible, transparent and participatory planning process. This paper 
discusses the circumstances of this case and its aftermath, points out the 
valuable lessons drawn from this process, and concludes with recommendations 
for future spatial planning procedures.  

2. Methods and materials 

This paper results from a direct involvement of architectural organization 
KANA/ko ako ne arhitekt (hereafter KANA) in the civic struggle against 
construction of kindergarten that required destruction of public park in the city 
of Bar. KANA was contacted by concerned citizens at the very beginning of 
this process, as an independent non-governmental organization actively 
advocating for transparent, sustainable and participatory urban planning, which 
puts public interest first and takes responsibility for the protection of 
architectural heritage (for more information on KANA’s activities see 
publications ‘Urban planning approach: Public participation in planning of the 
Block 5 in Podgorica’ and ‘Planning against the city: How public spaces and 
cultural heritage were sacrificed to the private interests of a privileged 
minority’). Hence, the methods of this research include direct participation, 
which had a form of analyzing planning laws, urban plans and municipal, 
governmental and EU policies, writing and publishing analysis in daily 
newspaper, and consulting with citizens of Bar on the daily basis, over the 
course of several months. The work of KANA contributed to civic struggle by 
providing support and professional advice, which activists used to their 
advantage when filing formal complaints and negotiating with the authorities.  

The action against the kindergarten project started right after the works were 
publicly announced by some of the municipal and governmental officials, who 
laid the foundation stone in mid-October 2018. The announcement made it clear 
that the new kindergarten will be built in the courtyard of the Gymnasium 
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building in the city center; courtyard which this school already shares with 
secondary economic school and elementary school ‘Blažo Jokov Orlandić’. 
Kindergarten construction in this location was part of the detailed urban plan 
(DUP) Topolica 1 in both its 2005 and 2009 version, but due to the above 
described way in which planning documentation is usually produced, it was not 
a common knowledge. Citizens of Bar were startled, because even though the 
city was in need of a new preschool facility, this particular location was 
problematic for several obvious reasons: it already had an important function of 
a schoolyard, it was occupied by a park of around 100 years old cypress trees, 
planted there to protect the city from strong winds, and it was already prone to 
frequent traffic jams due to recent increase in residential construction in the 
area, and to the large number of parents driving their children to school. Also, it 
was not the only possible location for such project: another plot, located in the 
neighboring city block, where the construction of kindergarten was planned 
more than 15 years ago, was in the meantime repurposed and made available for 
the construction of another residential building. Public service facility which 
does not bring money to potential investors, such as kindergarten, had to be put 
elsewhere – and the existing schoolyard was, apparently, the obvious choice. As 
soon as the plan became clear, students of the schools whose backyard was to 
become a construction site voiced their concerns and announced the protest. 
The wider Bar community supported them, and so the struggle to protect the 
schoolyard and the cypress park began. Local activists sought the wider public 
support, which KANA provided, along with many other NGOs, local initiatives 
focusing on sustainable spatial development, and several media outlets.  

From the beginning, KANA was focused on analyzing the planning documents 
and providing activists with advice and guidance on how to successfully 
criticize the process which has led to placing the new kindergarten in this 
location. The analysis covered DUP Topolica 1 from 2005 and 2009, General 
urban plan of Bar (GUP) from 2007, and the planning documentation for other 
parts of the city, necessary in order to understand how the process of moving 
the kindergarten from its formerly allocated plot took place. Furthermore, the 
analyses included in this investigation inspected the Law on Spatial Planning 
and Construction (2017), the Rulebook for conditions for establishing 
institutions of school and pre-school education (2006), the construction plans 
for the kindergarten, the building permit and the documentation submitted in the 
process of obtaining the permit, the Council of Europe Development Bank 
(CEB) Environment Charter, Statute of the Municipality of Bar, the real estate 
cadaster, municipal parliament’s decisions pertaining to the project, and all 
other related documents. After conducting the analysis, KANA worked on 
explaining the planning and construction process to the wider public and 
provided appropriate advice on what can be done to influence the process at this 
stage. 
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Members of the local civic initiative, the students and citizens of Bar, did the 
biggest job. They have been protesting ever since the construction site was 
fenced off on Friday, Oct. 19th, 2018. In the first two days they have gathered 
over 3000 signatures for the petition to initiate public debate and change the 
location for the kindergarten, which they have submitted to the municipal 
parliament immediately, on Monday the 22nd, after an especially stressful 
weekend: they were forced to defend the cypress trees from motor saws with 
their own bodies on Saturday (figures 1 and 2), while on Sunday the 
construction workers continued marking trees to be cut down – and had almost 
all of them marked. The municipal parliament accepted the proposal to have a 
discussion about this issue, and it was scheduled for the parliament session 
which was to be held on November 12th. At the session, representatives of the 
civic initiative detailed the problem, and argued that construction at this site is 
not good for the following reasons: 

- the site intended for kindergarten construction is in the backyard of two 
existing secondary schools, and it does not fulfill the minimal sanitary 
requirements for pre-school buildings as required by the Rulebook for 
conditions for establishing institutions of school and pre-school education 
(2006), 

- around 90 fully grown cypress trees, which form the only park in the center of 
Bar, will be cut down for this kindergarten to be constructed,  

- the infrastructure is not adequate, because the kindergarten will have the 
entrance from the same narrow street as the other three neighboring schools,  

- the proposed architecture of the kindergarten building is embarrassing for the 
center of modern city like Bar and inadequate for pre-school aged children, 
which are only the most obvious of the project’s many flaws. 

After a long and vigorous discussion in the local parliament, the ruling majority 
decided by choosing to stay undecided: while 14 opposition members of the 
local parliament voted in support of the initiative, 7 members of the ruling 
coalition were against it, and 13 were undecided. With this, the final decision of 
the municipal parliament was to continue with the kindergarten project as 
planned. The decision was shocking, although not entirely unexpected: having 
their motivations and decisions related to urban planning examined and 
corrected by citizens is not something that local governments have a lot of 
experience with.  
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Figure 1: Cypress park in the center of Bar. Photo: Danilo Dado Pavlović 

 

Figure 2: Students defending the trees from being cut down. Photo: Anastasija 
Ivović 

Unwilling to accept the local parliament’s decision, members of the civic 
initiative filed a lawsuit, aiming to revoke the building permit. They have also 
reported the construction works to the Inspectorate at the Ministry of 
Sustainable Development and Tourism, since all the evidence about the ongoing 
construction project pointed towards some sort of illegal activities, resulting 
from irregular planning procedures. The whole months of November and 
December went by in expectation of a reaction from the institutions, without 
any response or progress. In a meantime, the citizens, teachers and students 
from the civic initiative have organized a festival called ‘About Cypress Trees 
and People’, consisting of many fun, creative, educational activities with which 
they attempted to indicate the magnitude of the problem and the importance of 
the cypress park, and to raise the awareness of other citizens – and, possibly, of 
the governing structures – about the significance of sustainable planning and 
development of the city. The festival gathered large number of participants, got 
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media attention and helped spread the initiative’s message, but did not succeed 
in changing the municipal decision regarding the kindergarten project.  

On January 17th 2019, at dawn, the sounds of motor saws woke up the citizens 
of Bar: cypress trees were cut down with no prior warning, and during school 
winter break. The citizens quickly gathered and started protecting trees with 
their bodies. This stopped the works briefly, but they were continued a couple 
of hours later with assistance from the police force. Soon, the job of preparing 
the building site was done – more than 90 trees were cut down, and the police 
physically removed citizens from the site – some of them even received 
misdemeanor fines. The epilogue was the ‘cypress cemetery’, as members of 
the initiative called the resulting landscape (Figure 3), citizens’ fear and 
disbelief, and city authorities’ utter neglect of civic attempts to protect the park 
and stop badly envisioned spatial plans from becoming a reality.  

 

Figure 3: Police officers prevent citizens of Bar from entering the park. Photo: 
Vedran Nikočević 

From this moment on, it became clear that the authorities were ready to resort to 
violent acts in order to continue with the construction works. The court process 
has not been initiated yet, and the works have continued despite all the 
suspected irregularities. Almost immediately, civic initiative began working on 
organizing public protests. Every following Sunday, more and more people 
gathered to protest the way in which the park was destroyed and to support the 
civic initiative’s requests: to stop the current construction project, to punish 
those responsible for cutting the trees, to reconstruct the schoolyard, and to find 
a more suitable location for a new kindergarten (Figure 4). The subsequent 
actions of the authorities only provided more reasons to protest: police clashed 
with protesters who peacefully obstructed the continuation of construction 
works, and the unnecessary use of force led to the increased media pressure. 
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After an especially violent police reaction in mid-February, when several 
protesters were injured, the entire process was stopped by the Prime Minister of 
Montenegro, who asked for the construction works to be suspended and another 
solution for the situation to be found, claiming how ‘we do not want to build 
kindergartens by using the police force’. With this, the project was finally 
terminated.   

 

Figure 4: Civic protests in Bar. Photo: Danilo Dado Pavlović 

3. Results and discussion  

The victory of Bar’s civic initiative was bittersweet: although their demand to 
halt the construction works was ultimately fulfilled, the park was gone. 
Moreover, after the decision to stop the project was made, the municipal and 
state authorities expressed their disinterest in finding a new location for a 
kindergarten right away, claiming that new planning documents need to be 
created, which will take a long time, and which means that Bar will not get a 
new pre-school facility for years to come. However, under intense public 
pressure and upon insistence of well-informed citizens, who learned a lot about 
urban planning in this long and demanding process, authorities took a closer 
look at the existing plans and agreed on a new location for the kindergarten: 
centrally located, in municipal ownership, and easily accessible. The municipal 
government promised to prepare the necessary documentation for the future 
construction in this plot; it would have to include an open call for urban and 
architectural design solutions for the kindergarten, mandatory for construction 
of any public building. However, the Directorate of the Chief State Architect, 
who is in charge of organizing the competition, had not proceeded with this task 
yet. Meanwhile, the destroyed schoolyard is being cleared out in preparation for 
planting new vegetation, which should replace the old trees. Citizens remain 
active in this process and have suggested two possible designs for the future 
schoolyard, created by architects and designers who live in Bar and are part of 
the civic initiative. These suggestions have sparked the conversation, facilitated 
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mostly via social media, and introduced a certain participatory element to the 
schoolyard design process.  

Combination of various methods and approaches, from the analysis of planning 
documentation and formulation of requests and proposals, organizing 
community resources and leading media campaign, discussing the problem in 
the local parliament, filling complaints and lawsuits, to the direct field actions 
and massive public protests, resulted with a victory for civic initiative aimed at 
protecting common space and public interest. The success is tainted by the loss 
of cypress park, but spectacular nonetheless: it shows that persistent direct 
action can be effective in the struggle for better, more just urban space and 
spatial development. It also shows all the potential and creativity of this 
community, which could be put to much better use if the urban planning 
procedures were more open and accessible to public.  

The case of 'Cypress Revolution' joins another fairly recent, successful local 
civic action aimed at preserving common space: the struggle of rural 
community of Beranselo, a northern Montenegrin village, where citizens 
succeeded in stopping construction of a landfill in their backyards after years of 
peaceful protests (see Baća, 2017). Such victories are important, as they 
showcase the strength of civic action and highlight the importance of including 
citizens at all stages of decision-making processes related to spatial organization 
and development. ‘Cypress Revolution’ inspired and emboldened a series of 
subsequent local actions across Montenegro, in which activists managed to stop 
the privately-led construction of tourist accommodation in the middle of 
Durmitor National Park and organize mass protest and media campaign against 
the construction of a small hydropower plant on river Bukovica. 

The consequences of poor planning decisions, based on the pursuit of short-
term private gains rather than on long-term public interest and shaped by local 
and state administration’s refusal to acknowledge citizens’ arguments and 
compromise, have in this case led to devastating consequences. Bar lost its 
central park, an important natural treasure but also part of cultural heritage, 
since it was planted as a special reserve of King Nikola, Montenegro’s last 
monarch. Students lost their schoolyard, and public lost hundreds of thousands 
of euros which now must be invested in its reconstruction. Citizens suffered 
stress, fear and police violence. However, in these difficult circumstances new 
knowledge was produced and shared, new personal connections and alliances 
were formed, and new strength was found to continue the fight for spatial and 
social justice. 

4. Conclusion and recommendations  

This paper presented the course and the results of a months-long struggle to 
overturn poor spatial planning decisions which threatened the natural and built 
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environment in the city of Bar. Local civic initiative and its allies, KANA being 
one of them, worked hard to unveil the planning mechanisms which have led to 
the decision to destroy cypress park and schoolyard so that a kindergarten can 
be built in their place. Ultimately, it was shown that the cause of such harmful 
plan was the closed, non-transparent planning process and lack of proper 
engagement of citizens in the creation of urban plans. If citizens are constantly 
underinformed about the plans for their city’s future (and they are), then 
individuals seeking to profit by neglecting public interest can easily steer the 
process.  

In the case of Bar’s ‘Cypress Revolution’, such planning practices have in the 
end led to what is without a doubt a precedent: citizens organized against the 
construction of a public building, a much-needed kindergarten, even though 
many of them were young parents themselves. However, they recognized 
harmful long-term consequences of this process and chose to stand for what is 
the only acceptable solution: preserving the park and the schoolyard as common 
goods, and finding a better location to build a new kindergarten. After a long 
and painful struggle, this goal was achieved, and the authorities were forced to 
recognize and respect the public protest and its demands. However, damage 
done to the urban fabric of Bar and to the wellbeing of its citizens could have 
been prevented, if the planning process was open and inclusive. That is the 
lesson that needs to be built in the future planning procedures: citizens need to 
be detailly informed and actively involved in planning of their city.  

Working to change the planning system and practice will be a much longer 
struggle against vested interests of powerful individuals, but also against the 
system of neo-liberal capitalist production of urban space. Bar’s civic initiative 
should be thanked for highlighting the problems of urban planning present in 
whole Montenegro: by starting a ‘Cypress Revolution’, they put the entire 
country on its feet and showed that a fight for the preservation of nature and 
public interest needs to be fought and can be won. 

Public participation should not be an elusive concept, or a decorative element of 
the planning process. It is the vital step in conceptualizing the common urban 
future, and planners and government authorities should treat it as such. 
Recognizing and respecting the inherited resources should lead to a responsible 
stance toward our role in the spatial development of our communities, and 
careful planning for future generations. It is not enough to have these principles 
written into laws and regulations; they need to be constantly practiced and 
improved through debate and practice, in the process which enables active 
citizens and pushes governing structures towards greater accessibility and 
accountability.   
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