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Sofia – A city of potentials,
a city in a discontinuum

1. Introduction 

Sofia is situated in a valley basin, 550–700 m above sea le-
vel, and covers an area of 1342 km². The city is steeped in
history and is the cultural centre of the country. Sofia owes
its reputation of being a »green city« to its spacious parks
and gardens. The dominant mountain scape framing the
city and the cultural heritage make the city a centre of na-
tional and international interest. The city’s motto is »grows
but does not age«. The municipality of Sofia comprises thir-
ty-eight towns and villages with a total population of
1,174,000 inhabitants, with 1,096,000 in the city of Sofia.
Socially, economically and in terms of infrastructure, Sofia
is the best developed municipality in the country. This sta-
tement is backed up by the following statistics: in 2000, the
city achieved 24.6% of the country’s GNP (with 15.2% of to-
tal inhabitants); the tertiary sector leads the field with a per-
centage of 66.6%, providing 71.3% of jobs; the capital city
function is an important factor for this key sector; nineteen
of the forty-two universities and forty-two per cent of all stu-
dents are concentrated in Sofia, and it is the country’s big-
gest research centre; in 2001, the city numbered twenty-
three theatres, twenty-nine museums, thirty-one cinemas,
and 116 public libraries. Sofia is located at the centre of
transeuropean transport corridors No. 10 (Belgrade – Sofia
– Istanbul), No. 4 (Budapest – Vidin – Sofia Thessaloniki),
and No. 8 (Dürres – Skopje – Sofia – Burgas and Varna).
This is a prerequisite for establishing the city as a central
location in the region of south-east Europe.[1]

2. A city in planning – wishes and 
reality

European urbanisation did not take hold of Sofia until after
restitution of national independence in 1878. Until then, the
physical make-up of the 17,000-inhabitant city had been
characterised by the »mahala«, the relatively autonomous
settlement unit that is formed around ethnicity and family
relationship. Not until the turn of the nineteenth century did
the city undergo a metamorphosis, with social life, once re-
stricted to the »Mahala«, moving out onto the streets in
search of public expression.[2]

With Bulgaria’s reborn in 1878, people began to recognise
the importance of the cities for the development of the na-
tional middle-class spirit, making the redevelopment of So-
fia into the country’s capital a matter of national intellectual
prestige. In the period between 1878 and 1918 we observe
two periods of development in Sofia. The first is a period of
total reorganisation of the city that impacted on the entire
inhabited area from the Ottoman age. The second, from
1897 to World War I, is characterised by systematic expan-
sion. The process of designing the capital city was for the
most part completed by World War I. Sofia quickly ceased
to be an underdeveloped, Oriental city and became a Eu-
ropean metropolis.[3]

This systematic beginning suffered a setback as a result of
the demographic crisis in the wake of World War I caused
by the unprecedented wave of migration from Macedonia,
Thrace, Dobrudsha and Morava. The city is practically sur-
rounded by slums that spring up on undeveloped territory.
Although the local authorities are now belatedly regulating
some of these territories, they are hardly able to get the si-
tuation under control. The nineteen-thirties were characteri-
sed by the optimism of economic upturn. But economic
growth entailed a building boom and another – as yet unk-
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nown – reorganisation of the city primarily characterised by
housing construction, a development that the city did not
get under control until between 1934 and 1938. In terms of
planning, these are among the most fertile, most active
years in the history of planning in the city. Efforts to organi-
se the city’s make-up led to a plan in 1938 that took the
form of a development strategy and exhibits the main fea-
tures of modern urban planning.[4]

The critical state of the city in the years after World War II
was due to the rapid changes in the country’s social and
political system. The destruction of a substantial amount of
residential buildings (approx. 12.000) by bombing in World
War II, the growing pressure of migration arising due to lar-
ge-scale collectivization in the farming industry, and the on-
set of industrialization in the city were all factors that consi-
derably hampered efforts to control the urban space. In or-
der to get to grips with the situation, the authorities began
initial planning efforts; due to a lack of investments or rein-
vestment in other branches of industry, however, these all
gradually passed into oblivion. The plan approved in 1961
very soon fell behind the great rate of escalating urban
growth. Just five or six years after the plan was approved,
forecasts that put planned growth at 800,000 inhabitants
were already outdated. There were already suitable condi-
tions for starting a new plan in 1969. Subsequent urban de-
velopment studies and planning efforts from 1972–1979
were replete with ideas and radical visions for the future.
However, they soon turned out to be too avant-garde and
theoretical. The political leaders of the city and the country
judged them to be »unrealistic« in view of the excessively
high demographic and territorial growth forecasts on which
the plans were based.

A new plan was submitted for review in 1979 and approved
by the local authorities and the government. Despite this
acceptance, the plan was thwarted by the necessary agree-
ment with the leaders of the governing CP, who did not ap-
prove the plan. Instead, and in contradiction to statements
made in the plan, the national government decided to de-
velop new, unused territories on the edge of the city for
housing development. The plan was updated in 1985 on the
basis of this government resolution without correcting its
content or taking steps to make it legally valid.[5]

Once again, it was a political and territorial watershed after
1989 that created a totally new situation. The collapse of
the socialist system greatly diminished the influence of the
public authorities on urban developers. This change also
marked the start of a new phase in urban planning in So-
fia. In these new conditions it was not longer possible to or-
ganise the city with the aid of the usual instruments, and a
new critical situation evolved.

After 1989, due to the political boom, the concept of »new
urban planning« made a brief appearance and initially gai-
ned a fairly firm foothold. It is unfortunate that representa-
tives of this profession pay court to the mass media, who,
in turn, provide unprofessional support. This promoted a
false myth of the changes. Is there really a change in ur-
ban planning in Sofia? New questions of urban develop-
ment are indeed being answered. Every change adds new
problems and gives rise to new questions. On this basis,
we can probably rather speak of a reorientation of urban
planning and adaptation to the new kinds of problems. In
this sense, the new feature in urban planning is the chan-
ge of attitude.[6]

Hence, the procedures employed in the zoning plan appro-
ved in 2004 cannot be regarded as »new« or »original«.
Although tried-and-tested methods and instruments are em-
ployed, the objectives are more realistic and the planning
statements are formulated with greater flexibility. Expecta-
tions have clearly dropped regarding the beacon function of
urban planning. There are no new methods, but some new
principles have slowly gained a foothold in the public awa-
reness. The landmark realisation is that the development of
the city cannot be founded on the idea of physically balan-
ced quality. The change of paradigm has also cast off the
radical motto of »either/or«. A fundamental change in this
context is the decision to stop searching for universally ap-
plicable rules and to look for specific factors instead.

In retrospect, despite the discontinuous development of the
city, we can still derive a few urban planning laws and pat-
terns. The above-mentioned plans are intended to be mo-
dels for physical planning and urban development. Practical
implementation of the plans was not thwarted due to a lack
of forecasts or visions, or by the failure to achieve the plan-
ning horizon, but rather due to the emergence of unfore-
seen crises that rendered the contents of the plans outda-
ted and thus made it impossible to put the plans into prac-
tice. We can observe a distinct sequence:

• Every period of applying the plan is interrupted by the ap-
pearance of an unforeseen crisis.

• The outdated planning parameters are hurriedly replaced
by unsystematic first-aid efforts by the local authorities.
There follows a period in which the lack of a valid plan is
seen by the local authorities as a convenience for taking
short-term decisions. Individual ideas from the dropped
plan are applied only selectively and without context.

• Naturally enough, this haphazard development leads to
an aggravation of the problems in the city, thus promoting
public awareness for the necessity of a new plan.

The general conclusion is that planning efforts for Sofia,
conceived as models for urban development, do not appear
in a continuous, logical sequence, but are rather due to the
effect of successive, destructive breaks and crises.

3. Mono-centrism of the urban 
structure as an unresolved problem

In the 120-year period of urban development, the city’s
planning structure has evolved according to a radial pat-
tern. Today, it exhibits a compact centristic structure with ra-
dial compact extensions. It already displayed this develop-
ment around 1900 and has retained this character to date,
despite the rapid demographic and territorial development.
The system of spacious urban parks and gardens forms the
structuring radial elements in the concentric system. The
physical structure of the city exhibits four distinct concentric
zones that each expresses the different stages of develop-
ment, mode of construction, and natural conditions:
– the city centre,
– the belt around the city centre, defining the zone of the

historic centre;
– the peripheral zone, characterised by the post-war hou-

sing complexes that define the physical make-up of the
compact city, and

– the amorphous zone outside the compact city, consisting
of small villages and villa districts.
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In terms of its building land boundaries, Sofia is a particu-
larly compact city with a high population density compared
to western European cities (56 inhabitants/ha). This density
is highest in the city centre, decreasing in the second histo-
ric centre zone, and rapidly rising again in the peripheral
zone with its post-war housing complexes. The density
drops abruptly outside the compact city. The difference in
density between the peripheral zone and the zone outside
the compact city has a great influence in terms of urban de-
sign. However, building activity has increased in this outer
zone in the last decade. This activity is focused primarily on
the south of the city, in the transition zone to the attractive
Vitosha Mountain.

Despite the planning intentions for a polycentric system, the
city displays a distinctly monocentric structure. No sub-cen-
tres were able to establish themselves until 1989, for wha-
tever reasons. Following the political turnaround, the territo-
ries reserved for sub-centres in the plans were the first vic-
tims of commercial housing construction and were heavily
developed. As a result, the territories that could have been
used to establish sub-centres were lost as potential land.

At the same time, problems are beginning to increase in
the city centre that hampers effective performance of key
functions. The general condition of the buildings and infra-
structure in the historic parts of the city are continuing to
decline. Important public sites are degenerating into inhu-
man traffic areas. The supply of office premises in the cen-
tre is regarded as insufficient, although no new office and
business centres are being built. This demand is leading to
an arbitrary spread of office buildings and company head-
quarters throughout the entire city. One very disturbing
problem in the city centre is the lack of parking facilities
and car parks and the resultant traffic chaos. In addition,
the strongly radial layout of the roadways burdens the city
centre with through traffic and does nothing to stimulate
the emergence of sub-centres in other areas of the city. In
reality, there are no primary or secondary bypasses to
draw the traffic away from the centre. At the same time, ho-
wever, more and more new office and commercial buil-
dings have been built along the radial roads over the past
decade. Although this trend is positive, it is no substitute
for the need for sub-centres.

The border areas of the compact city have a great potential
of territories zoned for commercial use. For the most part,
they were set up in the period of socialist planning, when
industry was a high-priority sector, developing extensively
and consuming vast amounts of resources – including land.
With today’s prevalent processes of market reforms and
structural change, the percentage of land zoned for com-
mercial and industrial use (27% of building land) no longer
correlates with the logic of economic considerations and
physical planning. On top of that, 34% of this land is loca-
ted within a radius of just 4km from the city centre. With re-
gard to the declining number of people working in industry,
it is necessary to focus, reconstruct or relocate commercial
enterprises.

There is a serious imbalance between the quality of life
and the intensity of land use between the north and the
south of the city, divided by the railway site and the asso-
ciated traffic areas and warehouse facilities. The north ex-
hibits inferior parameters in terms of ecology, sanitary
hygiene, and traffic, which is reflected in the real estate
market: investment activity and real estate prices are far

lower in the north than in the south. The large number of
derelict industrial sites in the north, which would require
substantial funds to renovate for new uses, is further fac-
tor that repel investors. Implementation of the European
traffic corridors routes 4, 8 and 10, that are to be linked up
on the north edge of the compact city, could alleviate this
imbalance.

The vast land resources outside the compact city should
not be underestimated; these areas could accommodate
many urban functions and activities without disrupting the
territorial balance of the city. The extensively developed lo-
calities in this outside zone could also accommodate addi-
tional functions for all areas of life without the need for ex-
pansion. The crisis in the economic development of these
areas and the small potential of inhabitants has uncovered
additional land reserves for development. There is a parti-
cularly large potential of high-quality areas for leisure facili-
ties in the mountain areas nearby the city that are very cha-
racteristic of Sofia’s image. Not to forget, the city has al-
ready applied to host the Winter Olympics twice with consi-
derable success.

5. Conclusion – conditions and factors
for urban development

The future development of the city is influenced by a num-
ber of factors and underlying conditions that can slow
down or accelerate these processes quite considerably.
First and foremost, these are geopolitical and geographical
factors due to the strategic location of the city in the region
of south-east Europe. The remoteness of the city from the
densely populated areas of western Europe is without a
doubt a negative factor of influence, for it prevents an acti-
ve flow of innovations, commodities and individuals that
are important in order to integrate the city in the European
economic zone and network of cities. This distance does
not provide good conditions for locating business activities,
based upon western European capitals and technologies,
and is one of the causes of the relatively low investment
rate in Bulgaria.

The fundamental political factor that will impact positively
on the development of Sofia is the process of accepting the
country into the EU. Integration of the country into Europe
is the result not only of formal fulfilment of the conditions of
membership, but also of a number of regional processes in
the Balkans. Once conditions had stabilised in the neigh-
bouring successor states of Yugoslavia, the process of inte-
gration took on a new dimension that is geared to intensif-
ying regional integration. With regard to the dependence of
Bulgaria and the capital city Sofia on foreign investments,
this regional integration is of major importance. Once the
country joins the EU in 2007, it will be able to take advan-
tage of European funds just in time and at a higher level.
This will stimulate regional development and investments in
the country and increase traffic links to Romania and Gree-
ce. Although the funds for regional development will be li-
mited for Sofia, infrastructural networking is a tremendous
stimulator for the city.

Another set of very important conditions concern the posi-
tioning of the city in the global market and in east and
south-east Europe. Current trends give cause to expect that
Sofia has considerable opportunities for development and
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growth. These are due primarily to the geostrategic location
of the city. An interesting aspect for western Europe is that
it will be possible to transfer west European capital across
the Balkan Peninsula and Bulgaria to eastern Europe, the
Near East, and Central Asia. The East, in turn, is interested
in placing its products on western European markets. From
this point of view, Sofia is a very important location. For the
Balkan region, as a new promising European region, in
which the formation of a stable network of central locations
has yet to be completed, the cities of Sofia, Bucharest, Bel-
grade, Skopje, Tirana, Thessaloniki, Varna and Constanta
are vying for a significant regional and continental status. It
is obvious that the capital Sofia will only have a real chan-
ce to attract investments in the competition with the other
major cities of south-east Europe if it can take advantage
of its strategic position by means of its policies and by stee-
ring its processes – a position at a junction of European
corridors and the central location in the dynamically chan-
ging Balkan region.

The demographic features of the city provide a certain
edge in the competition with other major cities in south-
east Europe. With its material base, qualified experts and
traditions in certain branches of research and production,
the city can establish itself as a specific technology bridge
between the West and the East. The meanwhile well deve-
loped tertiary sector offers many niches for this transfer.
The city’s universities and research facilities can become
bases. The orientation of capital to cities with qualified per-
sonnel and quality of life gives Sofia unique opportunities
in the region and in the European context, as the level of
education of the city’s inhabitants are very good. The large
percentage of economically active individuals with univer-
sity or college education (66%) is an important prerequisi-
te for attracting high-tech production. In this context it is in-
teresting to refer to the »Vision Planet« study in order to
review western European assessments of the Sofia’s po-
tentials. The EU Commission’s report on »The perspecti-
ves and strategies for physical development of the coun-
tries in Central Europe, the Danube region and the Adria-
tic«, written in 1998, emphasises the continental importan-
ce of the city in the future.

Last but not least, national conditions and factors open up
perspectives for the city. In the entire period of being capi-
tal city, Sofia has always been the location with the most
dynamic development in the country. This fact has an eco-
nomic, political and social explanation. The extremely im-
portant influence of the city on the country’s economic
growth is the reason why the regional planning act defines
it as a »growth area«.

It is not possible to list the whole bandwidth of factors inf-
luencing the city without mentioning the natural restrictions
and stimuli that are of such great importance for Sofia. The
city’s outstanding natural setting has a contradictory inf-
luence on the development of the city. The mountains sur-
rounding the Sofia field, particularly Vitoscha Mountain,
with its highest point at 2225 m, are part of the city’s ima-
ge and a key natural factor for the quality of life. The skiing
resorts on Vitosha Mountain and on the nearby Rila Moun-
tain were already popular international tourist destinations
prior to 1989 and are the main argument behind the city’s
applications to host the Winter Olympics. These skiing re-
sorts, about an hour away from the city, have enjoyed a ve-
ritable boom of tourism, visitors and new hotel buildings
over the past decade. Plans to extend the skiing resorts

are already being elaborated. A second plan focuses on
the topography (hills) in the compact city, that serve as pa-
norama sites and visual landmarks, particularly the area of
the historic centre. The city’s mineral springs, which were
also originally factors for founding the city, hold special po-
tential. They are only partially in use.
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Figure 1: View of Mount Vitosha, the most important land-
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Figure 2: Distances between Sofia and the capitals in
southeastern Europe. Source: Sofia. 120 Years
as capital of Bulgaria, Sofia 2002.

Figure 3: The City of Sofia on the background of the Euro-
pean transport corridor network. Source: Sofia
Master Plan 2004.

Figure 4: Spatial structure of the region showing the frame
of mountains surrounding the field of Sofia. Sour-
ce: Sofia Master Plan 2004.

Figure 5: Tendencies in the developmant of the central
functions. Source: Sofia Master Plan 2004.

Figure 6: Directions of long terme space development.
Source: Sofia Master Plan 2004.
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