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REZUMAT. Cele 4 decade de comunism au generat o ruptură în mai toate domeniile vieţii sociale şi economice 
din România. O astfel de fractură este vizibilă atât în evoluţia structurilor urbane cât şi a vieţii urbane în general. 
O schimbare semnificativă a avut loc şi în ceea ce priveşte rolul şi percepţia spaţiilor publice. Modernizarea ţării 
şi a oraşelor care a început în primele decenii ale secolului al 19-lea şi a continuat până prin a 4-a decadă a 
secolului 20, a fost însoţită şi de dezvoltarea spaţiilor publice ca locuri ale contactului social, reprezentative şi 
atractive, adevărate nuclee de viaţă urbană. Regimul comunist a continuat realizarea de spaţii publice, ca 
simboluri ale noii epoci, negând adesea valorile de patrimoniu şi ţesutul urban tradiţional, atingând expresia 
paroxistică prin Casa Poporului din Bucureşti. Spaţiile publice erau concepute ca spaţii de reprezentare politică 
cu caracter festivist, menite să găzduiască adunări publice cu caracter politico-ideologic. Spaţiile publice au 
devenit o oglindă a unei societăţi artificial edificate, chiar dacă sub aspectul designului urban unele dintre ele au 
demonstrat calităţi remarcabile (de exemplu centrele civice din Baia Mare, Târgu Mureş, Suceava). Viaţa urbană 
s-a modificat în perioada comunistă, conectivitatea socială fiind descurajată, iar populaţia fiind determinată să 
adopte o viaţă mai degrabă introvertită. Urmarea a fost o scădere a interesului faţă de spaţiul public şi a 
contactului social conducând la o sensibilă pierdere de semnificaţie pentru "viaţă urbană". În perioada post-
comunistă, în prima decadă, interesul pentru rolul şi calitatea spaţiului public de orice fel, în oraşele României, 
au fost în continuare scăzute, determinând o degradarea generalizată a acestora. Administraţiile publice s-au 
dovedit incapabile să gestioneze problema, fie din motive care au ţinut de lipsa de resurse fie de lipsa de 
cunoştinţe în managementul urban. În aceste condiţii, spaţiul public deschis, tradiţional şi-a pierdut din nou 
interesul şi atractivitatea şi a putut fi astfel relativ uşor şi rapid înlocuit de noile spaţii publice închise de drept 
privat: mall-urile comerciale şi hipermarket-urile, cu atmosfera lor strălucitoare, consumeristă. Totuşi, ultimii 6-8 
ani indică o schimbare semnificativă, adusă mai ales de tânăra generaţie, care pare a dori şi susţine revitalizarea 
vechilor spaţii publice, obligând administraţiile să reacţioneze. Presiunea în această direcţie creşte şi datorită 
acţiunilor grupurilor şi elitelor culturale şi profesionale şi este dublată de Uniunea Europeană ca promotor al 
noilor concepte şi abordări exprimate în documente precum Carta de la Leipzig sau Declaraţia de la Toledo. 
Prezenta lucrare îşi propune să prezinte succint acest context al schimbării specific oraşelor României de azi. 
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ABSTRACT. The 4 decades of communism generated a rupture in most of the fields of social and economic life 
in Romania. Such fracture can be noticed in the evolution of the urban structures and of the urban life too. 
One significant change occurred in relation to the role and perception of the public spaces. The modernisation 
of the country and of the urban settlements, which began in the last decades of the 19th century and lasted 
until the 4th decade of the 20th century was accompanied by the development of public spaces too as places 
of social contact and representation of increased attractiveness real nucleus of urban life. The communist 
regime continued to build public spaces, but as marks of the new era usually neglecting the urban heritage 
and the traditional urban tissue, reaching its maximum expression in the House of the People in Bucharest. 
They were conceived as places of political representation and festiveness, as open places for organised 
political gatherings. They were a looking glass of an artificially built up type of society, although sometimes 
the urban design was of a good quality (example given: the civic centres in Baia Mare, Târgu Mureş, Suceava). 
Urban life itself, changed a lot during the communism, as social connectivity was discouraged and people 
were living a rather introverted life. The follow up was a certain lack of interest for public spaces and social 
contact leading to a reduced sense of urban life. The post-communist age, showed during its first decade, a 
reduced concern for the role and quality of public spaces of any kind in Romanian towns and cities, leading to 
a general decay of these spaces. The public administrations were unable to tackle the issue for various 
reasons, from scarcity of resources to lack of knowledge in urban management. Under the circumstances the 
traditional open public spaces lost once more their interest and attractiveness and were rapidly replaced by 
the new in-door public spaces of private origin, of the commercial malls and hypermarkets, with their 
glamorous consumerist atmosphere. However, for the last 6-8 years, there are significant signs of change, 
brought in especially by the young generation, which seems to value and support the revival of the old public 
spaces, enforcing the administrations to react. The pressure in this direction is also growing up on behalf of 
professionals and different cultural elites as well as on behalf of the EU as promoter of new concepts and 
approaches through documents such as the Leipzig Charter, or the Toledo Declaration. The paper is aiming to 
present a brief overview of this specific changing context of the Romanian towns and cities.  

Keywords: public space, urban life, urban regeneration, transformation, transition. 
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1. FROM TOTAL CONTROL  
TO COMPLETE CHAOS 

During the communism and especially in its latest 
stage, the public space can be described as mainly 
functionalistic, regulated and symbolic. The public 
space in the main areas of towns and cities was 
carefully designed by architects enrolled in public de-
sign institutes to fulfil a set of aesthetic, functional and 
compositional criteria and to serve as a representative 
image for the new society. It was meant to define a 
new type of space which could be shown and presented 
as a specific and representative achievement of the 
time. In most of the cases the new public space was 
the result of a total reconstruction of large urban 
areas in the peripheries of towns and cities but also 
in their central areas. The usual approach was to cut 
new large boulevards and streets through the old urban 
grid preserving some parts of it or denying it 
completely. The existing building stock was in general 
replaced with the exception of some main buildings. 
This was the case of most of the urban centres either 
small or large in the Eastern and Southern part of the 
country. Their less defined and irregular structure, spe-
cific for trade cities developed along major commercial 
routes and without a strong medieval core, provided 
good arguments for the communist power to radical 
interventions, in order to get a desired image of 
monumentality and a new type of identity considered 
to be representative for the new ideology. In fact the 
new types of public space became a way to model and 
transform the individual and the society at the same 
time. Claude Lévi-Strauss1 tells the story of the Jesuits 
of the 16th century, who were relocating the native 
Indians in South America, in new settlements with a 
regular, geometric grid completely different from the 
traditional structure of settlements they were used to 
live in. By doing this they were able to control and 
dominate them more easily, concluded the scientist. 

A different situation was in Transylvania, in the 
western part of the country were most of the urban 
centres were developed around a strong, dense and 
structured medieval core surrounded by walls. Here, 
most of the interventions took place outside the 
historic core and in many cases new centres were 
developed outside it, with or without a direct 
connection to the old core. Such cases or attempts 
can be met in Brăila, Deva, Sibiu, Oradea, Brasov, 
Baia Mare, Satu Mare etc. In some cases the new 
centre was developed next to the old one in different 
ways (Târgu Mureş, Mediaş) 

                                                           
 
1 In Tristes Tropiques, first published in France in 1955, by the 
anthropologist and structuralist Claude Lévi-Strauss, father of the 
modern current of structuralism and of modern anthropology. The 
book was translated and published in Romanian in 1968. 

There were two characteristic types of public 
spaces for the communist age: the large street, or 
boulevard bordered by high-rise blocks-of-flats and 
the public pedestrian square for official gatherings 
organised in the so-called civic centres of towns and 
cities bordered by residential buildings and including a 
number of representative buildings: usually city hall, 
a cultural centre and a hotel, which was usually the 
vertical volume and landmark of the composition.  

The approach can be linked to haussmannian 
types of intervention and to Corbusier ideas of Ville 
Radieuse but the result was a series of typical 
streets. These two types of public spaces can be still 
met in most of the Romanian towns and cities. 

 

 
 

 Photo 1. The new civic centre in Târgu Mureş.  
 

 
 

Photo 2. The new civic centre in Satu Mare. 
 

     
 

Fig. 1. Urban texture of the new town of Oneşti  
(Google Earth). 

 

 
 

Photo 3. New central and large boulevard in Iaşi. 
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2. SHORT OVERVIEW  
OF THE LAST DECADES 

The last 25 years of transition have shown different 
stages of evolution of approach and interventions into 
the public space. At least three major stages can be 
identified, which are briefly described in the following 
lines. 

A fist stage, which lasted for almost the whole de-
cade of the '90s was characterised by a general degra-
dation and diminution of the public space in general. 
The economic decay as a result of the rapid process of 
deindustrialisation led to a general impoverishment and 
as a consequence a general reduction of the public 
budgets. As a result, the lack of maintenance of pu-
blic spaces and urban infrastructure became a gene-
ral disease of the Romanian urban environment. At 
the same time the weak urban regulatory framework 
(the basic law of Spatial Planning in Romania was 
promoted in 2001 only) allowed uncontrolled trans-
formation and use of urban public spaces, which was 
subject to physical aggressions being abusively 
occupied by cars and small commercial kiosks.  

 

 
    

Photo 4. Cars occupying the pedestrian sidewalks  
in Bucharest in 2005. 

 

 
 

Photo 5. A public space in Bucharest in 2005. 
 

At the same time lot of green areas were trans-
formed in built-up areas and were occupied by new 
residential developments, office buildings and com-
mercial facilities. During the first decade of transition, 
public spaces in central areas were currently used for 
protests and social actions on the general back-
ground of social unrest and discontent. One collateral 
consequence of these evolutions was a tendency to 
fence public buildings and so to segregate and frag-
ment the public space. The need for space in central 

areas, due to developing of tertiary activities led to 
abusive use of some specific public spaces such as the 
porticos. In a very short time, during the first decade, 
in Bucharest for instance, a number of such spaces 
disappeared or were reduced (such is the case of the 
porticos nearby the former Dalles art galleries).  

A second stage can be considered the first half of 
the first decade of the new century, a period of eco-
nomic growth and social stabilization and a time of 
increased external support for redevelopment and 
economic restructuring. Romania was getting access 
to pre-accession funding from the European Union 
(EU) as part of the integration process. Although the 
EU funding was not at the present levels, it repre-
sented a needed supplement which could be used by 
the public sector mainly and reduce the burden of 
local and central budgets. It should be also mentioned 
that one important consequence of getting access to 
EU money was the return to planning, which was a 
requirement and a request of the European Com-
mission and EU Delegation to effectively receive and 
use the resources allocated. The increasing attention 
giving to planning processes, although formal in the 
beginning, became in the end a common thing and 
set the ground not only for studies, researches and 
improved legislation but also to concrete actions and 
to a certain rise of awareness of public opinion and 
local communities. Besides the EU support, a large 
range of foreign funding from various sources, from 
UN-Habitat, UNDP, World Bank to direct govern-
mental support from countries like Japan, Germany, 
Netherlands or UK were available. Most of these 
funding was supporting projects for local development 
including participatory processes and strategic plan-
ning. However, the economic growth and the rapid 
development of a speculative real estate market, 
besides the positive effects induced some negative ones 
such as an increased pressure on lands including the 
public green areas, a new increase in number of cars 
as a follow up of the new social prosperity, which 
led to increased aggression and abusive occupation 
of pedestrian areas, by cars and a focus on de-
velopment of the new suburban areas, where the new 
investments were concentrated, whereas the central 
areas continued their degradation.  

During the years of economic growth and real 
estate booming 2005-2008, the budget of many 
towns and cities grew rapidly and the local leaders 
were able to use the "surplus" for public works. Lack 
of sound planning and imagination led to a rather 
generalised type of action: repaving the pedestrian 
sidewalks and modernising the roads network, 
sometimes accompanied by rehabilitation of the 
underground utilities. It was a fast way to spend 
public money and to gain support of inhabitants, 
although in most of the cases it was a simple and 
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superficial approach to the real needs of the local 
communities. In a second stage, only some local 
political leaders got concerned and focused on public 
spaces with more impact for the local communities 
such as: green areas, playgrounds and parking places. 
At the beginning of 2000 city halls started to issue 
and publish strategic documents including long lists 
of public investments in urban infrastructure and 
rehabilitation of the urban environment. A so called 
Integrated Urban Development Plan was developed 
by the 3rd District of Bucharest in the 2nd half of the 
last decade, including a list of over 1,000 small 
public projects. In spite of the lack of a global or 
integrated vision and of a low quality of design, the 
investments in public spaces were significant and in 
many cases became a way for local leaders to gain 
electoral support.  

 

  
 

Photo 6. The Grosse Ring (Grande Place) in Sibiu after 
rehabilitation works.  

 

 
 

Photo 7. The Kleine Ring (Small Square) in Sibiu  
after rehabilitation works.  

 

    
 

Photo 8. The main public square in Craiova  
after rehabilitation works in 2007. 

 
 

Photo 9. The Old Centre in Baia Mare  
after rehabilitation works in 2007. 

 

A turning point of these oscillatory and undefined 
transformations can be considered the selection in 2004 
of the city of Sibiu as a Cultural Capital or Europe 
together with the city of Luxemburg, for 2007. For 
more than 2 years significant funds were allocated 
from both central and local authorities in order to 
rehabilitate and improve the quality of the building 
stock of the historic centre and of the public space. The 
transformation of the old part of the city was signi-
ficant and spectacular and was seen as a successful 
story. In 2007, Romania became a member state of the 
EU and could present at the same time an image of a 
historic centre of high architectural and urban value, 
regenerated. It is said that nothing is more influential 
than good examples and best practices. As a conse-
quence, lot of local authorities turned their main 
interest towards the old historic centres and public 
spaces in general. So a third stage of the transformation 
of urban public spaces in Romania can be seen as 
characterising the last 6-8 years, in fact the so-called 
post-accession interval. This interval is marked, in 
relation to public spaces, by a significant change of 
attitude on behalf of public authorities, which became 
quite interested and concerned. The reasons for that 
can be found in the opportunity of spending EU funds 
for urban regeneration on the one hand and the grow-
ing pressure of the public opinion and professionals 
asking for concrete actions and improved quality of 
public realm. It is worth to mention for instance, within 
this context, that in 2007 the Romanian Union of 
Architects initiated a project for an Urban Observatory 
whose main objective was to survey and inform about 
the problems and needs of public spaces. The initiative 
was a seed that grew and multiplied, as such Urban 
Observatories developed later on in other cities such as 
Alba Iulia, Cluj-Napoca or Suceava. The idea was also 
supported by the in line ministry of that time (Ministry 
of Regional Development and Tourism) which 
initiated studies and researches aiming to support the 
setting up of a network of Territorial Observatories. 

After 2007, since Romania became member of the 
European Union the investments in public spaces were 
channelled through the Regional Operational Pro-
gramme 2007-2013, and its Priority Axis 1 – 
Sustainable Urban Development. The Axis was pro-
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viding a sum of over 1 billion euros to be spent in 
urban areas for urban infrastructure as well as for social 
and economic development. The EU contribution was 
supposed to support up to 85% of the interventions. 
This amount of money was made eligible for three 
categories of towns and cities: growth poles, develop-
ment poles and urban centres. The list of the 7 growth 
poles and 13 development poles was approved by GD 
in 2008, whereas the urban centres were defined as any 
town with more than 10,000 inhabitants. The main 
condition of getting the EU financial support was the 
elaboration of an Integrated Urban Development Plan 
based on a methodology and having a strategic com-
ponent revealing a development vision for the city. The 
Plan also included a Plan of Action with a list of the 
most important projects identified by the Local Coun-
cil. The opportunity of EU funds gave the possibility to 
Romanian towns and cities to invest in the rehabilita-
tion of the urban public infrastructure and public space 
in general. In most of the cases the money were spent 
on the modernisation of roads and sidewalks but some 
cities came with comprehensive approaches meant to 
improve the general quality of central areas including 
public squares, pedestrian areas, public gardens. 
 

   
 

Photo 10. The central part of Alba Iulia medieval fortress  
after rehabilitation works in 2013. 

 

 
 

Photo 11. The defence ditches of Alba Iulia medieval fortress 
after rehabilitation works in 2013. 

 

So, during the last years the image of most towns 
and cities in Romania has been substantially changed 
and the quality of public spaces got improved. A 
reversed trend can be noticed, compared to the first 
decades of transition, of increased interest for the 
pedestrian areas, for the historic centres (the rehabili-
tation of the Medieval Fortress of the historic core of 

Alba Iulia for instance) and for reducing the car traffic 
in the central areas of the cities and for increasing and 
improving the quality of the green areas. Although the 
quality of the design and materials is controversial 
sometime the general direction is positive and visible. 

3. SOME CONCLUSIONS 

Post communist public spaces can be seen as places 
which were subject to significant transformations due 
to the changes which characterised the society as a 
whole. They became an expression of the dynamic of 
the society, of its diversification and multiplicity of 
behaviours and activities. They are a good mirror of the 
economic state of the local communities and during the 
last years of their capacities to attract European Funds. 
One characteristic of the recent evolutions, that may be 
remarked is one the one hand the typological diver-
sification of public spaces and one the other hand their 
pluralistic / multi-use qualities, their capacities to be 
transformed and adapted to different needs and events. 
One example is the huge hemicycle facing the big 
House of the People (the present Parliament House) 
which is commonly use as a parking place but on many 
occasions become the host of commercial fairs, open 
air exhibitions, musical events or festivals. Even the 
space around the Big House is often use for car 
competitions. 

A brief perspective over the diversification of the 
public spaces may identify different types of public 
spaces emerged during the recent decades of transition. 
On the one hand, the open public spaces developed as 
major places of transit such as the major nodes and 
connectors related to transport (for example Victoria 
Square or Unirii Square in Bucharest), places with 
symbolic significance (for instance the monuments' 
square within Revolution Square in the capital which 
became a collection of public art elements with historic 
significance), or places for leisure and relaxation such 
as most of the rehabilitated downtown areas and 
historic cores of cities (Braşov, Iaşi, Oradea, Timişoa-
ra are only some examples) and many public gardens 
and green squares rehabilitated during the last years 
(Cluj-Napoca, Timişoara, Bucharest etc.). On the other 
hand the inner closed or semi-closed public spaces 
became a category of increased used: the most striking 
case is the one of commercial malls which became 
quickly, due to their glamorous aura of consumerist 
behaviour, a strong attraction and places were people 
are now spending a lot of time. They proliferated all 
around the country being mainly located at the 
periphery of bigger cities and easily accessible from 
surrounding areas. Other categories of public spaces 
of an intermediate type are the underground ones such 
as the metro stations and access areas in Bucharest or 
simple passages in areas with high traffic such as in 
Braşov for instance and the temporary pedestrian areas 
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of which the most relevant case is the Verona Street 
Delivery type which developed since 2006 in Bucha-
rest and is replicated now in other parts of the city or 
in other cities, but also the market places which are 
organized in different public or semi-public areas on 

different occasions such as Easter or Christmas Fairs. 
Finaly, the new community multi functional centers 
(such as the one in District 2 of Bucharest, in Pan-
telimon neighborhood, which was a conversion of an 
old sanatorium) can be mentioned too.  

 

   
 
 Photo 12. The main multi purpose lobby of Palas Mall Photo 13. Inner sidewalks at Palas Mall in Iaşi (2013). 
 in Iaşi (2013). 

 
The issue of public spaces is quite complex and 

diverse and needs a more in depth analyses and dis-
cussion. Besides the functional aspects, the aesthetics, 
the quality of the composition, of the materials, the 
relationship to the neighboring buildings or activities, 
the ratio of green and impervious, are some important 
elements which are not always taken into considera-
tion in the rehabilitation and redevelopment of public 
spaces. One conclusion is obvious: the design of pub-
lic spaces is becoming a priority programme for most 
of local urban administrations as a consequence of an 
increased public demand and due to the opportunity of 
EU funding, which needs support and solutions from 
professionals within an interdisciplinary approach that 
should take into consideration not only spatial perspec-
tives but also social, economic and ecological ones. 
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