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Abstract. Local service centres play a vital role in shaping the quality of life in ur- Article details:
ban neighbourhoods. They offer access to essential everyday services (shops, ed- Received: 15 November 2018
ucation, healthcare, personal services) and to public spaces. If they are properly Revised: 29 November 2018

planned and managed, they can bring particular added values to a local commu- Accepted: 20 January 2019

nity, such as social integration and territorial identification. The history of urban
planning has produced several patterns of local service centres (ancient agora,
mediaeval market square, neighbourhood unit, modern agora) but today a ques-
tion arises: how can a local service centre be successfully planned and organised
in post-modern political practice? How can its potential be realised and the ev-
er-changing needs, expectations and preferences of local communities be met?
Who should be involved in those processes? To answer those questions in this pa-
per we refer to citizen participation and public communication concepts, where
selecting the appropriate stakeholders emerges as a necessary starting point for ef-
fective urban governance. We present the results of in-depth interviews with local
actors (local authorities, municipality officials, town planners, non-governmental
organisations, local leaders) in Poland (Wroctaw, Siechnice, Ostréw Wielkopolski,
Warszawa and Zabierzéw), Czech Republic (Prague) and Denmark (Copenhagen).
Depending on the specific local context, various stakeholders are perceived as es-
sential to the decision-making process. The power relations and problems encoun-

.. . . .. . . . Key words:
tered in implementing public policy in particular locations have been summarised

local service centre,

in three sections: relationships between stakeholders, leadership, and good prac- neighbourhood,
tices. The paper concludes with a list of typical actors who should be involved in stakeholders,
planning, building and managing a local service centre in an urbanised neigh- urban planning,
bourhood. citizen participation
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1. Introduction

The contemporary planning paradigm promotes
public communication and citizen participation as
indispensable elements of the public decision-mak-
ing process. “Planning is (...) no longer about plans.
It is, and must increasingly be, about people,” (Na-
rang and Reutersward 2008, p. 8). But when it
comes to practice, these ideals raise several ques-
tions about who actually should be involved.

This paper can be situated at the intersection of
a spatial (geographical) approach to urban develop-
ment (where the distribution of particular functions
plays a vital role) and political practice (where the
involvement of particular stakeholders determines
the feasibility of the decision-making process). It
starts with an outline of the concept of the local
service centre, including its historical background
and current considerations. A critical literature re-
view shows the shortages in the state-of-the-art, fol-
lowed by general and detailed research questions.
Then we describe our methodological approach (in-
depth interviews with selected actors in the plan-
ning process) and provide essential information on
seven case studies (five in Poland and two abroad).
The research results are divided into several sections
reflecting the main types of content emerging from

the interviews: relationships between stakehold-
ers (with special attention to their bridging capi-
tal), leadership, and good practices. We conclude by
presenting practical implications for urban planning
and by listing the core stakeholders in the process of
building and managing a local service centre.

2. Local service centre: origins of the con-
cept

The origins of the idea of an urban service centre
stem back to the ancient Greek polis (e.g. Athens)
with its agora as a place gathering and cumulating
social activities, citizen power and variety of facili-
ties (such as a library, stoas, temples, arsenal, etc.).
Then, in mediaeval times, despite the different so-
cial, religious, political and economic context, a
small city with a well-organised market square per-
formed similar functions. Continuing through the
subsequent epochs, when cities got bigger, the cen-
tres grew and became hierarchically ordered and
more specialised. But the smaller units retained
their local character, with multi-functional public
spaces (a square or a street) providing a particular
range of services (retail, administration, finance, re-
ligion, culture, leisure, etc.).
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Only the industrial age, with its mass-scale ur-
ban development, lost the original value of the
neighbourhood as a concentration of various every-
day functions for residents. Trying to address this
problem, the modernists introduced a comprehen-
sive approach in planning urban areas. A core con-
cept of those times was the “neighbourhood unit”
proposed in the 1920s by C. Perry for designing
functional, self-contained and desirable neighbour-
hoods. Its characteristic feature was a school placed
in the centre of the residential area so that a child’s
walk to school was only about one-quarter of a mile
and could be achieved without crossing major arte-
rial streets. The neighbourhood was sized between
5,000 and 9,000 residents and also provided some
local shopping areas near the main entrance to the
unit (Perry, 1998).

The concept of neighbourhood units became
standard for mass housing projects all over the
world, especially after the Second World War. For
example, in Czechoslovakia, all housing projects
from the mid-1950s until the end of the 1980s were
planned with standardised sets of facilities and ser-
vices in typified service centre buildings. Basic facil-
ities and services were strictly required to be within
walking distance for all multi-family housing devel-
opment projects. However, the quality of these ser-
vice centres was often quite low. Subsequent poor
maintenance and mismanagement meant that some
later suffered from gradual decay or even became
brownfields.

In the 1980s the concept of the local service cen-
tre was revived as a means of strengthening social
relations in post-modern neighbourhoods. When
a city is described as a “constellation” of self-con-
tained, enclosed urban entities, we must agree that
local public spaces play an important psychological
and social role in social integration. Thus the lo-
cal service centre forms a primary sphere of every-
day existence, where the space-time relationships
are most natural to the users because they can
get around on foot (see Jalowiecki & Szczepanski,
2002).

Within this approach the ancient agora was
reconceptualised, adapted to the neighbourhood
scale and renamed “contemporary agora’, an idea
promoted by EV. Klingeren (Kowicki, 2004). Ac-
cording to this concept the local service centre
should be a place of integration, enabling knowl-

edge and cultural exchange, acceptance and tol-
erance, and cultivating a variety of activities and
interests. Its structure should be flexible and allow
the implementation of various initiatives by func-
tional adaptation on a daily, weekly or annual basis.

Local service centres should also offer well-de-
signed public spaces. As noted by J. Gehl (2009),
streets and squares have been the key elements or-
ganising urban space throughout the entire history
of human settlement, reflecting natural perception
and penetration opportunities. Therefore, local ser-
vice centres should be surrounded by many differ-
ent daily functions and events, with facades divided
by narrow passages, with many doors and views
that provide insights into the most interesting ac-
tivities. What's more, public spaces should be availa-
ble from one level and should ensure the integration
of different groups of people — only then will they
be attractive to users (Gehl, 2009).

3. Local service centre: gaps in current
knowledge and the research questions

Bearing in mind all those considerations we may
introduce a simple definition of a local service cen-
tre. A local service centre (LSC) is a specific ur-
ban structure including multi-functional public
space and surrounding buildings providing access
to essential everyday services, fostering social inte-
gration. A typical LSC is located in a neighbour-
hood or between neighbourhoods and connected
with public transport networks. It should be dis-
tinguishable from the surrounding areas by differ-
ent land-use and/or unique spatial form (Damurski
et al., 2017).

The concept of the LSC is particularly impor-
tant to the current planning discourse in Poland,
where a significant shift in urban policy in the last
15 years can be observed. After the period of system
transformation, adaptation to free market rules and
revitalisation of the main representative public spac-
es in the core urban areas, the focus is now on dis-
tricts and neighbourhoods and the challenges they
face (see, for example, Studium..., 2018).

However, particular gaps in the current knowl-
edge on local service centres emerge. They may be
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summarised in three general questions: 1) How can
an LSC be successfully planned, organised and man-
aged in post-modern political practice? 2) How can
the ever-changing needs, expectations and prefer-
ences of local communities be met? 3) Who should
be involved in those processes and what should be
the relationships between public, private and other
actors (in particular regarding the ownership of the
public spaces and of the service premises)?

This paper aims to study the stakeholders who
take part in designing, building and managing lo-
cal service centres in various locations. We are look-
ing for some general solutions that may be adopted
in urban planning and public decision-making with
respect to specific conditions in various European
urban areas, which is particularly important from
the perspective of the EU territorial cohesion poli-
cy (Territorial..., 2011). Our priority is to prepare a
list of people and organisations that should be in-
volved in an LSC and to define the relationships
that should characterise them. In the long run, the
paper is expected to contribute to a comprehensive
planning model for LSC development.

4. Stakeholders in urban planning: who
are they in post-modernist times?

Stakeholders in urban development are individu-
als or organisations that can affect or be affected
by a decision, activity or achievement of a project
(Yang 2014). Analysing stakeholders is an indispen-
sable process for urban development, and aims to
identify stakeholders and their interests, prioritise
these stakeholders and, subsequently, make appro-
priate decisions. And of course, stakeholders have
the right to express their opinion and to participate
in a particular issue, but do not have to.

K. Pawlowska (2008) proposed a generalised
list of typical stakeholders in urban planning: 1)
citizens and users of space, 2) public authorities,
3) property owners, 4) investors and developers,
5) planners and designers. Other scholars classi-
ty stakeholders in various ways (e.g. planning au-
thorities, community members, developers and key
agencies — see The Planning ..., 2013; government
departments, agencies and organisations, commu-

nities and residents - see Yang, 2014), but in this
research we will adopt Pawlowska’s approach as a
reference point due to its comprehensiveness, sim-
plicity and adaptability to the Polish spatial plan-
ning context.

The powers of the particular interest groups ex-
tend from legal enforcement of statutory planning,
through economic power of investors, to the politi-
cal power of civic society. The relationships between
them may be described with the concept of social
capital, including its bonding, bridging and linking
characteristics. Bonding social capital means the re-
lationships between members of a network who are
similar in some form (Putnam, 2000). Bridging so-
cial capital refers to relationships between people
who are demonstrably dissimilar, such as in age, so-
cio-economic status, ethnicity or education (Szreter
and Woolcock, 2004). And linking social capital is
the extent to which individuals build relationships
with institutions and individuals who have relative
power over them (e.g. to provide access to services,
jobs or resources) (Hawkins, Maurer, 2010).

Each of the groups of stakeholders has its own
interests and values, which may differ and may even
be controversial (Carmona et al., 2010). Theoretical-
ly, public interest should be prioritised by planning
and urban management: according to the “commu-
nicative planning theory” (Healey, 1992) the role of
planning is to seek consensus that would be com-
patible with the interest of the local community and
sustainable in the long run. However, in the neolib-
eral “new public management” concept, the market
is the main driver of spatial change (cf. Sager, 2009).
For example, a “Neighbourhood Improvement Dis-
tricts” programme implemented in Germany says
that the public and private sector will have to take
on new functions in urban development: the public
sector will evolve a more enabling and controlling
function, and the private sector will have to be more
active and responsible (Kreutz, 2007).

In the Czech Republic, planning strictly distin-
guishes stakeholders in public versus private invest-
ment. In the case of commercial services provided
by private actors, the role of planning has been re-
stricted to mere “enabling” i.e. providing private in-
vestors with the opportunity to establish and run
services and facilities for shopping, restaurants, ho-
tels, tourist services, etc. Collaboration between
municipalities and private investors is left to local
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initiatives and projects. For the facilities provided by
the public sphere, plans consider their accessibility
from housing developments and require appropri-
ate land reserve for new facilities where necessary,
with call option being applied to public educational,
health and social facilities (Maier, Sindlerova, 2018).

It is also noteworthy that the five groups of
stakeholders mentioned earlier are not definite:
some people may belong to several groups (for ex-
ample a citizen may be a land-owner and an inves-
tor at the same time). Moreover, they are uneven
and internally diversified; particular groups include
many sub-groups. (For example, public authorities
include the local municipality and all other public
institutions representing various levels of adminis-
tration, often with conflicting interests.)

Therefore, the final list of stakeholders to be in-
volved in a particular issue should be individually
constructed for each project. And this is a difficult
and challenging task, as the links between stake-
holders and the planned area may be very different.
Bourne (2005) and Mitchell et al. (1997) proposed
three attributes that should be assessed to highlight
a stakeholder’s relative importance: power (is their
power to influence the work or the outcomes of the
project significant or relatively limited?), proximi-
ty (are they closely associated or relatively remote
from the work of the project?) and urgency (are
they prepared to go to any lengths to achieve their
outcomes?). Putting aside the controversies around
the prioritisation of stakeholders, we may agree that
the main criteria for selection of involved parties
should be the broadly defined public good (of cur-
rent and future generations) and feasibility of plan-
ning procedures.

And here we reach the post-modernist approach
to planning. Post-modernism was a reaction to the
one-size-fits-all thinking of modernism; instead of
looking for universal solutions to any challenges, it
started recognising variations in agents and pref-
erences; it opened up to more diversity and ad-
aptation to local needs and preconditions. Thus, a
typically post-modern situation is characterised by
a lack of moral certainty and clear authority, the re-
treat of central authorities, the appearance of a mul-
titude of new players and the rise of multiple voices
(Stanilov, 2007).

“Post-modernist planning” tries to address the
complexity of the contemporary city and its citi-

zens, where urban policy is challenged by uncer-
tainty, fragmentation and globalisation, and where
traditional, hierarchical top-down planning does
not offer effective solutions for self-organising ur-
ban communities (Innes & Booher, 2010). The term
“post-modernist planning” is often accompanied by
the adjective “responsive’, which quite adequately
describes its main endeavour to manage public af-
fairs in a divided, pluralistic, multicultural socie-
ty and the undermined authority of the state. The
new rationality is focused on communication, look-
ing for consensus, including the values and expec-
tations of various social groups (Belof, 2013). All
those trends result in widened citizen participation
and require a redefinition of the set of stakeholders.

5. The seven case studies

In this study we focus on seven local service cen-
tres, five of which are located in Poland (Wroclaw,
Siechnice, Ostréw Wielkopolski, Warszawa, Zabier-
z6w) and two abroad (Prague in Czech Republic
and Copenhagen in Denmark - see Fig. 1). This re-
search sample is supposed to represent various set-
tlement contexts, starting from large capital cities
(Warsaw, Prague, Copenhagen), through big and
medium-sized cities (Wroctaw, Ostréw Wielkopol-
ski) down to suburban areas (Siechnice, Zabierzow).

It also reflects various planning cultures.
Western European countries have a long and
extensive experience in the development of lo-
cal democracy - in Denmark the principle of
citizen involvement has been present in the
legislative system since the mid-1970s. Even if
this pro-participatory approach was thereafter
weakened by neoliberal, business-oriented pol-
icies (cf. Swyngedouw, 2010) the principle of
citizen engagement has been constantly pres-
ent in the planning culture.

Simultaneously, in the former “Eastern Block’,
where system transition in the 1990s brought dy-
namic spatial, social and economic changes in ur-
ban areas, governments have introduced regulations
strengthening public participation in decision mak-
ing processes in the last 20 years. Nase and Ocak-
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ci (2010) proposed a graduated scale showing the
typical patterns in urban development from capital-
ist models (regulated or unregulated) to the third-
world model. According to this approach Poland
and Czech Republic have been situated in a group
of post-socialist origin, developing a capitalist mod-
el in an unregulated manner. In both countries the
local political culture remains authoritarian and
citizens are rarely able to impact decision-making
(Hirt, Stanilov, 2009).

The proposed research sample consisting of sev-
en LSCs is not representative in statistical terms of
course, but offers good insight into different loca-
tions and is expected to give a comprehensive pic-
ture of LSCs’ condition. Such an approach appeals
to B. Flyvbjerg’s idea of “phronetic research”, which
means that the researched problems are not only ac-
ademic (theoretical) but are considered real prob-
lems by the rest of society and that the results will
feed back to the political, administrative, and social
environment (Flyvbjerg, 1998).

The first case study is Pereca square in Wroclaw
(area: ca 12 hectares), a well-established LSC in a
typically urban pre-war neighbourhood with var-
ious services (including a discount supermarket,
schools, a post office, a pharmacy, a café, a bank,
a library and a church), with very good access to
public transport. Public spaces are of relatively good
quality, but dominated by car traffic. The buildings
form a mix of old residential quarters, post-social-
ist blocks of flats and some investments of the last
25 years.

The second case study is a newly built (2014-
2017) market square in Siechnice with the munic-
ipality office situated in the middle, surrounded by
blocks of flats with some services in the ground
floor (area: ca 5 hectares). There is mainly single
family housing around the LSC. Inside the area
there is a service sector that is poor or in its infan-
cy (including a street market open Tuesdays, Thurs-
days and Saturdays, a bakery, a 7-23 convenience
shop, a bank, a café, a kindergarten, a church), with
limited access to public transport but a very clear
system of public pedestrian spaces.

The third example is a well-established cluster
of various services in a neighbourhood of 40-year-
old blocks of flats situated around Warynskiego,
Smigielskiego and Paderewskiego streets in Ostrow
Wielkopolski (area: ca 12 hectares). The service sec-

Fig. 1. The local service centres selected for
the study: (1) Pereca Square in Wroctaw, (2)
Motdawska street in Warsaw, (3) Warynskiego,
Smigielskiego and Paderewskiego streets in Os-
trow Wielkopolski, (4) Kolejowa and Krakows-
ka streets in Zabierzéw, (5) Rynek in Siechnice,
(6) the Prosek neighbourhood in Prague and
(7) the Sydhavn district in Copenhagen.
Source: authors’ own research. Sources of back-
ground maps: https://www.geoportal.wroclaw.
pl/, https://serwis.wrosip.pl/imap/, http://www.
mapa.um.warszawa.pl, http://mapy.geoportal.
gov.pl/, http://www.geoportalpraha.cz, http://
kbhkort.kk.dk/spatialmap?
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tor includes a petrol station, a discount market, a
restaurant, a pharmacy, small shops, a school and
a church. Public spaces are fragmented and dom-
inated by cars.

The fourth local service centre is located in
Ochota district in Warsaw (area: ca 11 hectares). It
is a street market with a long tradition, located in a
mixed neighbourhood (some 50-year-old blocks of
flats and some apartments from the last 10 years),
accompanied by many services (two discount mar-
kets, banks, a school, a restaurant, a library, a phar-
macy, a church, etc.). It has limited access to public
transport and a poor public space system, but there
are many well-refurbished semi-public courtyards.

The last example from Poland is a newly built
(2014-2018) market square in Zabierzéow (area: ca
11 hectares) with a municipal office building. Sur-
rounding buildings are still lacking but many var-
ious services are offered nearby (a supermarket, a
temporary street market on Saturdays, a bank, a
bakery, a café, a church, a school, a sports centre, a
post office, etc.). There is a lack of clear pedestrian
connections between them. This case study is char-
acterised by having mainly single-family (suburban)
housing around and a large national road crossing
the area in the southern part.

The neighbourhood of Prosek-North in Prague
(Czech Republic) is part of the Northern Town
project built between the end of the 1960s and the
1980s. The Prosek estate consists of multi-family
blocks of flats built in the 1970s (area: ca 13 hec-
tares) with a large strip of mostly green open space
situated between the northern and southern neigh-
bourhoods, underground stations and many facili-
ties for services meeting everyday needs, including
schools, discount shops and restaurants. A well-fur-
nished public space is overwhelmed by tall build-
ings. While the 1970s part of the housing estate
was planned to make the facilities accessible within
walking distance from residences, a new multi-fam-
ily housing development emerged on the fringe of
the area in the 2000s, without public facilities and
with only limited commercial services. The absence
of facilities there negatively affects the residential
quality and increases traffic load on local roads in
the surrounding area.

The seventh case study is the Sydhavn district
in Copehnagen (Denmark). Originally, it was a
working class district developed in the early 1900s

with multi-family buildings of varying quality (the
area selected for the case study covers ca 14 hec-
tares). Long streets and squares with services in the
ground floor are the typical structures forming the
public spaces in Sydhavn, thereby offering good ac-
cess to essential everyday facilities, including shops,
cafes, schools, a railway station, etc. Due to its bad
image (many residents living on social welfare) the
district is currently undergoing an integrated re-
newal programme.

6. Materials and methods

The general methodological approach of this paper
is embedded in the social sciences. No single meth-
od for stakeholder analysis is perfect, but one of the
typical empirical tools used for identification of ac-
tors is interviews (see Yang, 2014). In our research
we applied in-depth interviews (IDIs) with various
actors representing three levels of the local social
and political environment in each of the selected
neighbourhoods: municipal officials, urban plan-
ners and local leaders (NGOs, traditional commu-
nities, informal groups, university representatives).
Respondents were recruited using the “snowball”
method, starting in most cases with municipality
officials.

Fifteen interviews were conducted from May
2017 till June 2018, each lasting about one hour (for
the list of interviewees, see Table 1). The semi-struc-
tured interview scenario covered the following is-
sues: attributes of public space and the role of public
spaces in shaping the quality of life in residential ar-
eas, the importance of the services sector in public
spaces in the residential area, the hierarchy of ser-
vice nodes in a city (examples), the definition of a
local service centre, the actors and stakeholders in-
volved in shaping the services sector and building
public spaces and patterns of spatial decision-mak-
ing (planning, administrative procedures, good
practices).

The conversations were recorded and transcribed
(with several exceptions where interviews were con-
ducted by phone or email). The results were ana-
lysed using content analysis (keyword search) and
text processing tools (annotation). In the following
sections we present selected results of this analysis.
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Table 1. List of interviewed persons in selected local service centres. Source: authors’ own research

Local service centre

Interviewees

Wroctaw (Poland) - Pereca square

1) town planner, former director of the development of-
fice at the municipality

2) town planner, municipal development office

3) neighbourhood council deputy

Siechnice (Poland) - Rynek

1) town planner, municipality office

Ostréw Wielkopolski (Poland) — Warynskiego, Smigiel-
skiego and Paderewskiego streets

1) urban planning administrator, municipal office with
investments department official, municipality office

2) head of urban development department, municipality
office

3) head of housing administration in one of the neigh-
bourhoods

Warsaw (Poland) - Motdawska street

1) spokesman in district office with promotion and Euro-
pean funds department official, district office

2) association of architects representative

3) local shopkeepers association representatives

Zabierzéw (Poland) - Kolejowa and Krakowska streets

1) head of department of spatial planning, geodesy and
property administration, and two urban planners

Prague (Czech Republic) — Prosek neighbourhood

1) district councillor

2) former district councillor, urban planner and local
leader

Copenhagen (Denmark) — Sydhavn district

1) district manager

2) urban geographer, university

7. Research results

7.1. List of potential stakeholders

The interviewees in selected locations named the
following stakeholders involved directly or indirect-
ly in the planning and managing of LSCs:

Wroctaw: NGOs, residents, local community,
developers, municipality, urban planners, public
housing agencies, parish, neighbourhood council,
deputy, market manager, shopkeepers, services pro-
viders and clients.

Siechnice: residents, services providers and local
market manager.

Ostréow Wielkopolski: neighbourhood/district
council, developers, land owners, entrepreneurs,

investors, public housing agencies, shopping net-
works, merchants, shopkeepers, clients, city council
members, municipality, housing administration, ar-
chitects, local community, residents and bike lobby.

Warsaw: architects, NGOs, district office, neigh-
bourhood administration, urban planners, mu-
nicipality, land owners, residents, merchants,
shopkeepers, regional administration, district coun-
cil, market managers/administrators, clients and vis-
itors.

Zabierzow: entrepreneurs, residents, local com-
munities, authorities, architects, mayor, land owners,
deputies, circle of village housewives, municipal-
ity officials, town planning commission, design-
ers, investors, developers, local leaders, firefighters,
Church, village mayors, planners and street vendors

Prague: municipality, citizens and services pro-
viders.
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Copenhagen: investors, land owners, shop own-
ers, service providers, administration and local mu-
nicipal government.

Following the obtained IDI results, the list of
five typical stakeholders involved in public plan-
ning proposed by K. Pawlowska (2008) should be
adopted to the local service centre context. This re-
quires distinguishing two additional groups: entre-
preneurs and non-profit organisations. Previously
they were incorporated in “investors and develop-
ers” and “citizens and users of space” but due to
the local service sector characteristics they deserve
separate treatment. Therefore, the final list of stake-
holders named by the interviewees includes:

1. Citizens and users of space: local communi-
ties, citizens, residents, visitors, tourists, cus-
tomers, clients, and citizen groups,

2. Non-profit organisations: non-governmental
organisations, churches, parishes, firefighters
and circles of village housewives,

3. Public authorities: self-government, deci-
sion-makers, neighbourhood administration,
neighbourhood councils, municipality office,
district office officials and district managers

4. Property owners: commercial and public, in-
dividual and institutional, landlords, etc.),

5. Investors and developers (private and pub-
lic),

6. Planners and designers: town planners, ur-
ban designers, architects and experts,

7. Entrepreneurs: services providers, local busi-
nesses, sellers, shop managers, shopkeepers,
merchants, delivery companies and street
vendors.

7.2. Typical relationships between stakeholders

The interviews also provided insight into the pow-
er relations between particular stakeholders. Even
if this question was not directly expressed in the
questionnaire, the problem of so called “silent voic-
es” was raised by two interviewees:

The municipality has a problem defining the real
opinions of people. The main issue here is the “si-
lent majority”, whose opinions are unknown. With-
out this knowledge the participatory decision-making
is very difficult.

(district councillor, Prague)

We do have NGOs, but it is a thin layer; it is a
group of activists, so called urban movements; those
are organisations that include only a couple of people.
And they are very good partners, but they are also
amateur experts, emotional experts (...). But still we
cannot get the concrete, I mean that there is a risk
of alienation of local authorities and local communi-
ty because the local community is an enigma.

(town planner, former director of the develop-
ment office at the municipality, Wroctaw)

Observations focus on the relationship between
local authorities and local communities; however,
the problem of cooperation and collaboration can
be presented in a wider perspective, embracing all
the stakeholders, for example shopkeepers, devel-
opers and entrepreneurs. Some of the examples are
positive, but others are negative:

The merchants (shopkeepers) wanted to keep their
opinion, I would say, while residents wanted a “total
Europe” [...]. In this dialogue a concept was produced
[...]. They probably really understood, the merchants
confronted with citizens in this dialogue, that they
will be pushed out by the discount shops, that they
will become out-of-date if they do not have such an
added value. And this added value is this little mar-
ket, this local centre.

(spokesman in district office, Warsaw and pro-
motion and European funds department official,
district office, Warsaw)

We try to support the entrepreneurs in such in-
itiatives. This year an initiative was launched that
we will exempt from property tax in the city centre
those owners who renovate their buildings so that the
look is preserved, so that the shopkeepers also want
to invest in their buildings and so that they see that
the municipality acknowledges their endeavours |[...].
Thus it will look nicer and more people will want to
come to the city centre (downtown) and spend their
time and money there.

(head of urban development department, munic-
ipality office, Ostrow Wielkopolski)

We notice that this is a better project [...] there
public spaces are somehow designed [...] But in most
cases we have a situation in which developers do not
get engaged at all. I mean the financial support of de-
velopers in public services. Everywhere in the world
this support is huge in this public sphere, whereas
in Poland the duties of the developer are minuscule.
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(town planner, former director of the develop-
ment office at the municipality, Wroctaw)

Consideration of the local social context might
emerge as a crucial principle in designing an LSC.
This was clearly presented in a deduction by one of
the interviewees:

Indeed [...] in Ostréw, where single-family hous-
ing dominates, people have their own gardens, their
bowers, places where they can meet their family and
have a BBQ, etc. They sit somewhere on their tiny
plots and there they function, and those who live in
blocks of flats, they have an allotment house some-
where or they dont ... And maybe soon |[...] such a
need will evolve that it would be good to have a place
[a local service centre] to go, to sit, to walk ...

(urban planning administrator, municipality of-
fice Ostrow Wielkopolski)

Collectively, those observations clearly refer to
the concept of social capital, including its bonding,
bridging and linking characteristics. Local social
and political environments in the studied areas ex-
perience a significant deficit in bridging and linking
social capital. This observation is not new in Polish
social research. As the authors of “Social Diagnosis
2015” note, Poles have relatively little experience in
active involvement in organisations or bottom-up
initiatives, meetings and volunteer work (Czapinski,
2015). Consequently, they have limited opportuni-
ty to learn collective action and gain the skills nec-
essary in social life. “They do not know how to act
because they do not take action, and they do not
take action because they do not know how to do it
— this is the vicious circle of acting for communi-
ty, (Czapinski 2015, p. 348).

Similarly, in the case of the city of Prague, the
lack of communication between interest groups,
particularly the municipality, citizen groups and de-
velopers, put the process of plan-making in stale-
mate (Maier K., 2018). In Prague’s housing estates,
civic groups are active at some places. Some have
even had some success in forming associations and
joining local elections to counter some undesirable
development projects; but they typically fail to es-
tablish a sound positive political programme.

Generally, in medium-sized and small towns, the
cooperation between stakeholders is relatively good,
mainly due to the direct contact with the authori-
ties:

[...] if residents want to change the bus route -
it is no problem, I can call ZK (Zaktad Komunikac-
ji) and together with the chairman we decide that
we need to do something about it. Generally we have
a good cooperation with the municipality. I cannot
complain.

(head of housing administration in one of the
neighbourhoods, Ostréw Wielkopolski)

In large cities the relationships are more com-
plex, mainly due to indirect contacts (via specialised
institutions) and the dominant position of powerful
developers, who have a role to play.

7.3. Leadership

The lack of social capital can be partly overcome by
introducing effective leadership. Some interviewees
present their valuable observations on the role of
local leaders in neighbourhoods, in particular the
neighbourhood councils:

Neighbourhood councils are quite active. They
organise Child’s Day, Mother’s Day, Grandpa’s Day,
Grandma’s Day, events for seniors, neighbourhood
parties; and there emerged such a place, mainly for
the neighbourhood needs. And we also have a sec-
ond common-room in another neighbourhood |[...]
but the neighbourhood is so big that there is also a
place where residents can meet.

(head of urban development department, munic-
ipality office, Ostréw Wielkopolski)

Other respondents point quite precisely to the
need for a local leader who might be responsible
for both planning, building and managing an LSC.
They also suggest that the position of the leader
may be transitive:

There was a process of passing the function of
leader between various groups. And it was very good.
Citizens are the main stakeholders on the local level.
But on the other hand they obtain support from peo-
ple close to the municipality or experts [...] But be-
ing a leader means a particular programme. Because
for example in the Motdawska centre there were lead-
ers from self-government, from the association of ar-
chitects, and eventually it seems to me that it would
be ok to have leaders from the community [...] And
even if the centre does not need a leader in the fu-
ture [...] there will come a moment when there will
be a person who will simply manage this.
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(association of architects representative, Warsaw)

Another aspect of leadership is the bottom-up
processes. According to the interviewees a local ser-
vice centre should be a product of multi-partner co-
operation:

[...] building a bottom-up hierarchy, people have
their leaders, then those leaders have their represent-
atives [...] And finally there is the committee taking
the decision [...] Of course there were also the munic-
ipality officials [...] It greatly depends on those peo-
ple who work [in the office], they need to be inspired
[...] A municipality worker has to be engaged as a
creator [...] starting bottom-up processes.

(head of department of spatial planning, geodesy
and property administration, Zabierzow)

The variety of leadership forms in the studied
neighbourhoods proves that local political practice
requires a flexible management framework that re-
spects local traditions of cooperation and fosters
mutual learning. Those observations can be com-
pared to the results of the “Mandie” project of 2011.
According to its authors, district centre manage-
ment is a cross-cutting task that places many de-
mands on the manager’s competencies. The person
in charge should be familiar with the fields of urban
planning, economic development and social affairs,
he/she should be able to coordinate and integrate all
relevant partners and provide straightforward deliv-
ery of practical solutions (City of Stuttgart, 2011).
The presented observations from the seven loca-
tions do not necessarily comply with this theoret-
ical model, but they do offer potential for further
enhancement in particular local settings.

7.4. Citizen participation and public commu-
nication

Effective communication is essential to keep stake-
holders well informed, motivated and keen to par-
ticipate (Yang, 2014). Some interviewees express
their opinions on public participation in urban
planning and some support their views by present-
ing good practices in stakeholder involvement. Be-
low we selected the most interesting statements by
respondents.

First, most interviewees are aware that urban re-
newal is not a merely spatial (physical) process but

also requires social change. This is visible in vari-
ous contexts:

[...] this project that was recently prepared by the
municipality dealt with revitalisation, understood not
in the town-planning sense, but as a social revitali-
sation

(head of department of spatial planning, geodesy
and property administration, Zabierzow)

[...] it is the question of revitalising not only the
space but also the people who live there. Involving
them in some way in the project

(investments department official, municipality
office Ostréw Wielkopolski)

Citizen participation may take various forms.
Some are conducted personally by the local author-
ities, others are based on public hearings, and some
take the shape of open competitions. All of them
have an important influence on the course of plan-
ning projects and can clearly contribute to the con-
cept of the LSC:

[...] we have such a solution that Ms President
makes a tour around the neighbourhoods every year
or every two years and goes to the neighbourhoods
and talks to those residents [...] and all the informa-
tion is collected and thoroughly noted [...]

(head of urban development department, munic-
ipality office, Ostrow Wielkopolski)

Citizens who took part in those consultations did
not complain about the assortment on this market,
because it was what they liked; there were apples, po-
tatoes, in winter sour cabbage for “bigos” [...] But it
was very clearly expressed that there is the lack of a
bar, that in the morning I go to an elegant café, where
I enter in the morning for [...] and a coffee [...] or
for a lunch

(spokesman in district office, Warsaw)

We organised a competition, but before we organ-
ised it, we arranged meetings. We established a com-
mittee for building the market square and involved
social groups. [...] Our assumption was to collect ide-
as, there were [...] around 50 works submitted.

(head of department of spatial planning, geodesy
and property administration, Zabierzow)

Interesting observations on citizen participa-
tion come from the interviews with urban plan-
ners. Some of them point to the limited role of
public consultations and state that expert knowl-
edge is more powerful. Others want to include the
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people’s needs, preferences and fashions in the de-
cision-making processes.

7.5. Selected good practices and planning per-
spectives

Citizen participation brings real enhancements in
some areas. One of the interviewees notes:

Currently there is a second, final stage, which fin-
ishes the so called modernisation of Smigielskiego
street. There has been the introduction of a bike lane,
greenery and bus stops. And now new needs were re-
vealed for urban furniture such as benches, that there
are elderly people who could sit near the pharmacy
shop, near the bus stop; there is a need to enhance
the equipment.

(head of urban development department, munic-
ipality office, Ostrow Wielkopolski)

Usually, urban renewal initiated by public au-
thorities is expected to attract the private sector and
thus enhance the quality of life in particular are-
as. The respondents confirm that this theoretical as-
sumption really works in their districts:

If you want people inside the shop, you need peo-
ple outside the shop. Services should contribute to the
urban life in the street (interaction with real humans,
observation) by mixed uses. [...] But it is the munici-
pality that is the “steward” of public space.

(district manager, Copenhagen)

Municipal investments [revitalisation of one of the
city squares] are followed by services development, i.e.
entrepreneurs, florists, ice creams...

(investments department official, municipality
office Ostrow Wielkopolski)

All the observations presented in this section
seem to prove that urban planning in LSCs is nec-
essary, but that it can be effectively conducted only
in close cooperation with local communities and lo-
cal markets.

7.6. Poland versus abroad, suburbs versus cit-
ies

There are particular differences in results from Po-
land and from abroad, but due to the narrow re-
search sample these are hardly interpretable. For

example the interviewees from Denmark pointed
firstly at the private sector role (land owners, shop
owners, service providers, investors), positioning
the municipality in a secondary place. Converse-
ly, the Czech respondents emphasised the role of
public authorities and citizens, followed by (and
sometimes conflicting with) commercial market ac-
tivities. In Poland the need for public-private coop-
eration has been stressed, accompanied by a list of
obstacles, but also by examples of good practices.

Simultaneously, there are visible differences in
the range of stakeholders involved in suburbs and
in bigger urban areas. The number of potential
actors is usually much higher in large and medi-
um-sized cities, whereas in suburbs it includes only
a few groups. Also, in suburban and medium-sized
cases the relationships between stakeholders seem
to be much stronger than in bigger cities (Siech-
nice, a newly established suburban neighbourhood,
may be an exception here). In local contexts, ex-
isting and well-established social ties stimulated by
various public administration initiatives enable co-
operation in solving particular problems and effec-
tive managing of public affairs. In more complex
urban environments, the revealed conflicting inter-
ests require trust to be built from the very begin-
ning, and reaching consensus appears to be a very
difficult task.

The case studies in Copenhagen and Prague can
also be used as “mirrors” or “references” for Polish
locations, showing relevant good and bad practices
in shaping LSCs. For example a “high street” mod-
el adopted in Sydhavn, equipped with public, pri-
vate and non-governmental services, accessible by
public transport, and built and managed with sup-
port from the municipality within an urban renewal
programme, may be used as a framework for future
planning solutions. In the case of the Prosek neigh-
bourhood, the focus on accessibility and availabil-
ity of services seems to be a central approach that
should be followed in all LSCs projects; however,
the original concept from the 1970s has been aban-
doned more recently. As the poor accessibility of
services and facilities became a matter of criticism
in many recent residential developments all over the
country, the Ministry of Regional Development is-
sued guidelines that request that planning of hous-
ing development be avoided in places where there
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is no basic civic infrastructure within walking dis-
tance (MMR, 2016).

8. Limitations of the study

The presented research findings offer an interesting
insight into perceptions of local service centre from
the perspective of citizen participation. However,
when interpreting the results of the interviews we
need to be aware of the weaknesses of this method.

First, the research sample is not representative of
all settlement contexts. It does not include villages
or small cities; however, the selected locations are
supposed to reflect the main trends in current ur-
ban development in Europe, focusing on big cities
and suburban areas.

Second, the interviewees do not represent all the
actors involved in the local development processes
but only selected groups influencing the public de-
cision-making. Moreover, qualitative research meth-
ods always bear the risk of researcher subjectivity
and open the way to alternative interpretations.
Despite those doubts, we believe that this research
contributes to current planning debates on citizen
participation and urban development patterns, of-
fering a good starting point for further discussion.

9. Conclusions

The concept of a local service centre presented in
this paper says that a properly planned and man-
aged LSC can bring particular advantages to the lo-
cal community: it may raise the quality of life by
offering easy access to essential (everyday) servic-
es; it may provide appropriate public space for so-
cial integration; its competitive local market may
stimulate entrepreneurial attitudes among citizens;
it may make the living environment more attractive
by promoting diverse land use; it may shape the lo-
cal (territorial) identity by presenting the history of
the neighbourhood, its traditions and values.

In this paper we raised several questions about
the process of planning and managing LSCs, about
meeting the needs of local communities and involv-
ing particular stakeholders. Those issues are notably

important for post-modernist disputes in plan-
ning, where complexity, uncertainty and fragmen-
tation challenge traditional, hierarchical top-down
administrative procedures and appeal for widened
citizen participation and for redefining the set of
stakeholders. They also re-raise the issue of the role
of planners, who often stand between citizens, de-
velopers and officials, but these stakeholders no
longer constitute clearly defined interest groups (cf.
Allmendinger, 2002). Unlike the modern planning
theory, they cannot operate in “the public interest”
and use the privilege of its representatives (Sander-
cock, 1998).

In order to address these questions we conduct-
ed several in-depth interviews with various groups
of actors in seven locations across Europe. We want-
ed to study the stakeholders who take part in de-
signing, building and managing local service centres
and to find some general planning and policy solu-
tions for the LSC. The interviewees’ reflections gave
significant insight into the practical implementation
of the LSC concept. Below we synthesise the most
important issues revealed in our research.

1) The local service centre should be an open
and participatory enterprise (which is not really big
news). The thing is that an LSC is a focal point at the
neighbourhood/district level, satisfying the essential
needs of citizens and enabling the comprehensive
development of local communities; therefore, it re-
quires special attention in setting the list of stake-
holders. Bottom-up initiatives involving local actors
are crucial in this process. An appropriate, econom-
ically sustainable mix of activities and services being
offered by an LSC is a precondition for the viability
and sustainability of the LSC, especially where there
is competition with large shopping and amusement
centres outside the neighbourhood.

2) The most important stakeholders that should
be involved in planning, designing, building and
managing LSCs are: the municipality, neighbour-
hood/district councils, shopkeepers, services pro-
viders, developers, residents and land owners. This
list should be adapted to particular spatial and so-
cial contexts. For example, different stakeholders act
in the cases of new development (developers and
public planners playing the main role) than in re-
vitalisations of existing neighbourhoods (where cit-
izens, the municipality and, possibly, shopkeepers
have the opportunity to take on leading roles).
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3) The relationships between stakeholders vary
from positive to negative. A key challenge is to gen-
erate bridging and linking social capital within lo-
cal communities to enable cooperation. At the same
time, the commercial part of the LSC would need a
guarantee from the municipality that no big com-
mercial facility will threaten the local market of
small businesses.

4) An important role is played by the leader of
the local service centre. This role can be played by
various actors, depending on the stage of develop-
ment of the neighbourhood. Flexible management
that follows local traditions of cooperation and fos-
ters mutual learning seems to be a crucial factor in
local political practice.

5) Respecting the local social and political con-
text is a central task. In some areas there will be
many actors with conflicting interests, whereas in
others a smaller number of stakeholders will pres-
ent strong social ties and will be able to cooperate.

6) The forms and stages of public involvement
should vary depending on the stakeholders selected
for the planning process, and their capacity, qual-
ifications and expectations. In line with the terri-
torial approach to development (see Heffner and
Gibas, 2013), each participation programme should
take into account local resources, traditions, politi-
cal culture and social context, adopting both formal
and informal communication channels (see Damur-
ski, 2015).

A conceptual framework or a model for LSC de-
velopment might be a useful tool for effective selec-
tion and involvement of the key stakeholders. This
study introducing hands-on knowledge of the local
political environment is one of the building bricks
for such a model. However, all the recommenda-
tions presented in this paper should ultimately be
verified in planning practice.
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