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The lost potential of creative urban regeneration:
Restructuring Ljubljana’s former tobacco factory

In the transition that saw intense spatial and economic
changes in Slovenia, urban creative activities were often
regarded as an important development factor allowing
the reurbanization and revitalization of several former
industrial areas. These were generally relatively sponta-
neous unplanned processes to spatially and economically
develop degraded areas where, following the bottom-up
principle, various creative individuals and groups gradu-
ally revitalized these areas. This article analyses the role
of creative activities in breathing life into degraded areas
by looking at the development of soft (social) factors in
the form of social networks. It highlights the problem of

local authorities and state institutional actors non-per-
ception of, inappropriate approach to, or insufficient con-
sideration of creative social networks in developing these
spaces. Drawing on semi-structured interviews, the case
of the former tobacco factory is presented as an example
of the accumulation of social capital linked to social net-
works, within which the area’s new economic and spatial
restructuring is perceived to be an unnecessary element
of the renovation.

Keywords: creative activities, social networks, degraded
areas, tobacco factory
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1 Introduction

Soon after Slovenia gained its independence, urban policies
related to developing the creative sector gained importance.
The introduction of a market economy together with large-
scale systemic changes to spatial planning policies identified
the creative sector as a key driver of spatial and economic de-
velopment during the transition (Bole, 2008; Ravbar, 2011).
Highlighting the creative sector as a vital promoter of spatial
and economic development was not accidental (European
Commission, 2010; Regionalna razvojna agencija ljubljanske
urbane regije, 2007; Sluzba vlade Republike Slovenije za razvoj,
2008), but relied on relatively successful development mod-
els used in other economically developed countries (Internet
2; Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry, 2012; Internet
1). In so doing, creative activities, often referred to as crea-
tive economies and creative industries, are expected to form a
valuable tool for developing different industries and helping
replace lost jobs in traditional industrial and service sectors
(Howkins, 2001; Hesmondhalgh, 2002). While copying and
trying to implement foreign models of creative urban regen-
eration policies in Slovenia, several development discrepancies
and complications surfaced.

The transfer of urban policies from one environment to anoth-
er is not simply a “mechanical process of replication”, as Peck
and Theodore (2015: 25) found, but is also inextricably linked
to “urban policy mutations” (Peck & Theodore, 2015) that
respond and adapt to specific local features. Although some
development models of creative urban policies seem attractive
and advanced at first glance, they cannot be transferred to a
new socioeconomic context without the side effects of policy
mutations (Peck, 2011). Clarke et al. (2015) believe the appro-
priate metaphor for any introduction of new policies should be
“translation” and not “intact transfer” due to the intense dia-
logical, sometimes even conflicting, transformation processes,
which are simply inseparable from attempts to introduce sys-
temic innovations in local environments. Most critical analyses
of “imported” creative urban policies do not criticize the use of
the concept of creative urban regeneration or the creative city
itself, but focus on the problematic use or nonselective applica-
tion of these concepts in a particular environment. This article
therefore does not focus on the usefulness of applying creative
urban policies, but on the way they are applied and realized.

For various reasons (e.g., localism-related political relations,
economic transformations, and unconsolidated institutional
structures), unreflective uses of creative urban regeneration
policies can historically be seen in the Slovenian context.
Several strategic documents emerging in this period sought to
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partly address policies of creative urban regeneration (Europe-
an Commission, 2010; Mestna ob¢ina Ljubljana, 2012, 2016,
2020; Regionalna razvojna agencija ljubljanske urbane regije,
2007, 2014, 2019; Internet 3). Nonetheless, due to disregard
or misunderstanding of the special contextual features of “cre-
ative ecosystems” (Jeffcute, 2004; Cohendet et al., 2010; Ri-
vas, 2011) in Slovenian cities, spatial interventions were made
that either reduced or completely overlooked, if not denied,
certain forms of social creative potential and how they could
contribute to the development of the socioeconomic system
and quality of life in Slovenia.

This article focuses on the restructuring of the former tobac-
co factory in Ljubljana, which is a paradigmatic example of
post-transition processes of urban change. This questionable
transformation could be also described as the closure of spaces
of temporary creative use without accounting for the value of
soft, intangible, informal forms of creative potential held by the
socioeconomic activities that accumulated in the area in the
meantime. The former tobacco factory was a central area where
creative activities for small businesses were concentrated in the
Ljubljana region (Zaucer et al., 2012; Ursi¢, 2016; Kozina &
Bole, 2018), but much of the space was closed down or sold off
to private investors in 2019, forcing the creatives to restructure,
change their location, or shut down their activities. This article
analyses and highlights the unreflective closure of an important
part of one of the city’s largest concentrations of creative activi-
ty. It emphasizes that the operation of a creative ecosystem like
the tobacco factory area is based on “soft factors” (Murphy &
Redmont, 2008; Martin-Brelot et al., 2010) and the principles
of “social networks” (Shaw et al., 2016; Boessen et al., 2018),
which are insufficiently discussed in Slovenian political and
strategic documents on the topic of creativity. It tests whether
social networks in relation to creativity and location during the
radical transformation of the area can be protected at all by
simply physically relocating creative actors to other locations in
the city or region. This article uses the term social network to
refer to the spatio-social or community-based social networks
and not digital social networks. The effects of restructuring the
tobacco factory area on the creative ecosystem’s operation are
presented based on data in the longitudinal project Urban Ed-
ucation Live, which ran from 2017 to 2020. Special attention
is paid to the overlooked influence of soft (social) factors in
the formation, operation, and long-term development of the
creative ecosystem of the city and the broader region.



The lost potential of creative urban regeneration: Restructuring Ljubljana’s former tobacco factory

2 Social networks and the
development of urban creative
activities from a long-term
perspective

Soft (social) factors are typically contextual elements that help
improve aspects of social functioning in specific settings (Mur-
phy & Redmont, 2008; Martin-Brelot et al., 2010; Musterd &
Gritsai, 2013). Whereas hard (physical) factors mostly depend
on the availability of specific resources, soft-location factors
refer to improvement in the overall quality of life or person-
al lifestyles. This research includes social networks as part of
soft attractive factors due to their functional role as a cata-
lyst for social engagement or sociability in the study location.
The problem of misunderstanding the impact of soft (social)
elements on the creative ecosystem is actually a problem of
the (non)development of the “milicu” (Meusburger, 2009) in
which creative actors are involved. If the creative ecosystem
can be defined as “an environment that supports creative ac-
tivities through specialized ways of exchanging, interacting and
communicating between people and their economic, social
and cultural capital” (Rivas, 2011: 4), the creative milieu may
be perceived as its key component that includes “a micro-so-
cial context that encompasses people and their relationship
to the socio-cultural system, the environment and the local
community” (Ursi¢ & Imai, 2020: 8). From this viewpoint,
the creative milieu complements traditional components of the
creative ecosystem such as creative classes, creative production,
creative locations, and creative industries or economies (Pratt,
2004; Florida et al., 2006; Poljak-Isteni¢, 2017). It also inte-
grates components of particular or local (contextually) related
knowledge, which at first glance seems irrelevant, mundane,
and separate from the sphere of creative economies. Stressing
the importance of the creative milieu draws attention to the
importance of the bottom-up process of establishing a creative
system; namely, from local communities through creative in-
dividuals and groups to creative economies (Colomb & Novy,
2018). A number of studies (Giaccardi & Fischer, 2008; Sailer,
2011; Fischer, 2013) observe that “social creativity” (Montu-
ouri & Purser, 1997; Long & Pang, 2015; Petrovié-Steger,
2018; Vodopivec, 2018) is an often-overlooked component
of studies on the development of creative activities and that
social creativity is often exploited to enhance the area’s cul-
tural attractiveness and market value. In so doing, social and
cultural capital is used in the form of “marginal” or “bridging
gentrificators” (Smith, 1996: 105) that serve the current needs
of the area’s development strategies without considering the
area’s long-term development.

The short-term nature of creative urban policies is frequently
based on development perspectives that particularly relate to

87

a product or result, overshadowing the significance of what
Briskman (1980: 98) calls the “appropriateness, the ‘internal
connection’ which exists between these products and the
background against which they emerge” [sic]” (also see Pol-
jak-Isteni¢, 2015: 34). By focusing on the final product, the
process through which this product came about is placed in
the secondary plan. Meusburger (2009) and Wierenga and van
Bruggen (1998) nicely illustrate this lack of context in analyses
of creative activities by analysing creativity in terms of the time
component. Here, creativity as a “trait or input variable” is
separated from creativity as a “process” and from a “variable as
an achievement or output” (Wierenga & van Bruggen, 1998:
84). The psychologists True (1966) and Klausmeier (1961)
similarly distinguish “creative ability” from “creative capacity”.
Both categories rely on the time dimension, in which ability
refers to the power to perform an action now, and performance
refers to what could be done in the long run through matura-
tion (gaining experience or cumulative effects), education, and
interaction between components in the system.

This article therefore focuses on “creative capacity” (Lazaretti,
2012: 2), whereby in the long run individual urban areas act as
“informal, collective open spaces that can absorb and recom-
bine art and culture, leading to innovation and regeneration”
(Lazaretti, 2012). To understand the soft (social) aspects of
creative capacity, it is important to consider the function of
social networks found in areas subject to urban renewal. Social
networks play an important role in the formation and main-
tenance of spatial communities and are a key dimension of
social capital (Bourdieu, 1986; Putnam, 1995, 2000; Filipovi¢,
2007), which is formed based on “social networks, the norms
of reciprocity, trust and positive consequences that this capital
has for the individual and the social system” (Igli¢, 2001: 186).
In this context, social networks are defined as a process of
persistent dynamic physical and social interaction within the
framework of a specific space of interest (Shaw et al., 2016;
Boessen et al., 2018). Social networks are especially important
for the functioning of creative communities and creative eco-
systems because they are based on intensive communication,
mutual exchange, and the enrichment of information among
users. In a creative ecosystem, social networks are a very valua-
ble form of social capital without which other forms of capital
have difficulty developing or are regarded as significantly less
important. This is evident from a series of studies (Gottlieb,
1994; Landry & Bianchini, 1995; Scott, 2000; Florida, 2002,
2005) in which the presence of relevant social networks is
identified as a factor more important for the development of
creative industries than other factors such as financial resourc-
es, technical infrastructure, or physical characteristics of the
premises. With respect to highly creative individuals, material
supply is an important element in creating favourable condi-
tions for the development of creative industries, but it is not
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necessarily the decisive factor for “creative clustering” (Scott,
2000; Bell & Jayne, 2001; Perrons, 2004), best represented in
the growth and generational development of socioeconomic
activities on site. This means that other elements in the area
are also extremely important given that only a combination of
favourable conditions that allow individual social and scientific
development can provide good foundations for the long-term
operation of creative economies.

The right conditions for the development of creative indus-
tries are in fact made up of several seemingly less important
factors, among which social networks are the most often
overlooked factor, one that importantly contributes to the
appropriate “climate” or milieu for creative companies and
creative individuals (Kozina & Clifton, 2019; Poljak-Isteni¢,
2019). A series of attempts to develop creative areas based on
physical renewal, and that to a smaller extent incorporated
aspects of social networks, have proven problematic and less
successful (Chase & Crawford, 1999; Harvey, 2000; Nyseth,
2012). Social networks are an integral and sensitive part of
any creative ecosystem, responding to certain spatial changes
and translating them to the community level. They act as a
refined network of sensors in the field that quickly detect the
slightest changes in the organization and operation of specific
spaces. These processes can be observed in several projects of
redeveloping former urban areas where rapid, sudden changes
are underway, changing everyday life patterns, services, and
the structure of social groups in entire city districts, which is
subsequently reflected in how the entire city functions. This
analysis of the tobacco factory area in Ljubljana offers a practi-
cal example of the great importance that social networks hold
for the operation of the creative ecosystem and identifies prob-
lematic aspects that emerged during the area’s restructuring.

3 Analysis of restructuring the
tobacco factory area and the
creative ecosystem

3.1 Description of the location and methodology

The oldest part of the former tobacco factory complex in
Ljubljana was built between 1871 and 1890 and is located
between the railway line from Ljubljana to Trieste, the main ar-
teries of Tivolska cesta (Tivoli Street) and TrZaska cesta (Trieste
Street), and the side route of Oragnova ulica (Orazen Street).
The area started to be developed at the end of 1870, when the
Ljubljana Municipal Council ceded the area for the industrial
development of the tobacco industry without any payment
(Toba¢na Ljubljana, 2019). After decades of mixed industri-
al development, in 1991 the first key changes were made to
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Figure 1: Former tobacco factory area, 2018 (photo: Urban Jeriha).

the ownership structure of the factory complex, leading to
the gradual ending of tobacco production. The area’s gradual
privatization (by Reemtsma Cigarettenfabriken GmbH, and
SEITA, Société nationale d'exploitation industrielle des tabacs
ct allumettes) began in 1991 and continued with the majority
entry of Imperial Tobacco in 2002. This was followed by the
gradual halting of production activities at the company To-
ba¢na Ljubljana, which completely stopped in 2004. As the
production was closing down, discussions on the future use of
the premises started. The premises were first used for several
different activities, including the Tobacco Museum, a gallery,
the Poligon Creative Centre, the Hekovnik Institute, design
and architectural studios, a number of non-governmental or-
ganizations, start-ups and art institutions such as the Cirku-
lacija 2 Institute, various administrative services such as the
Ljubljana Administrative Unit, and a multitude of other in-
stitutions, societies, and various companies related to creative
activities (Figure 1).

The Creative Cities survey (Institut za politike prostora, 2011;
Institut za ckonomska raziskovanja, 2012) found that in terms
of the number of small creative companies (SMEs) and their
heterogeneity this area is among the most dynamic areas in
the country (Zaucer et al., 2012). According to data collected
from the databases of the standard classification of activities
(SURS, 2011), the tobacco factory area included over four
hundred small enterprises with an average of two to three em-
ployees. In 2019, the entire tobacco factory area was sold off to
a private investor, which changed the operating conditions for
most tenants of the premises. It is evident from interviews with
former users that significantly more difficult conditions for
renting premises were introduced in 2019. The increase in rent
suddenly proposed or requested by the new owner triggered
a wave of users relocating from the tobacco factory area. This
raises several questions about the function of the former users,
their role, and the impact on the performance of Ljubljana’s
wider creative ecosystem.
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These issues are addressed by analysing the social networks in
the tobacco factory area. From this point of view, the analysis
provides a key tool for identifying the links between important
actors and the use of spaces. This shows the importance of rec-
ognizing and connecting social interactions with the tobacco
factory area, which should help “reflect, and enhance awareness
of a context for agreements, conflicts, negotiations, misunder-
standings, power relations and accountabilities” (Genz & Lu-
cas-Drogan, 2019: 2). The data set comprises semi-structured
interviews with actors or premise users distributed into two
phases of the longitudinal Urban Education Live study. The
first phase took place between April and August 2018 and in-
cluded thirty-one interviews with various stakeholder groups,
and the second phase was between January and April 2020,
when an additional thirty interviews were obtained (making
sixty-one interviews altogether). The interviews were conduct-
ed based on a random sample of individuals that work within
specific creative activities and act as users of the premises at
the tobacco factory site. Stakeholder groups were weighted
according to the principle of equal geographical distribution
across the area (to reflect the different buildings in the tobacco
factory area). A wide range of stakeholder groups was included
in the analysis, from employees in creative businesses, public
institutions, and non-governmental organizations to various
institutes. Except for a few individuals, the tobacco factory arca
has no residents and is therefore primarily a mixed business/
craft/cultural area. The largest group of interviewees was thus
employed in creative businesses, which are also key stakehold-
ers in the tobacco factory area. The interviews were structured
to permit analysis of certain elements of social networks in re-
lation to the premises in the tobacco factory area. It is precisely
because of this combination of socio-spatial analysis that the
research needed to be supported by methods other than inter-
views. To support the interviews, a mix of different qualitative
methods (participant observation, field observation, cognitive
mapping, etc.) was therefore used, the combination of which
was expected to provide a credible outline of the connections
between the spaces and their meanings for the various actors.

3.2 Analysis of changes in the operation of social
networks in the tobacco factory area

The analysis of the social networks is shown based on the time
component — that is, by taking into account the influences on
social networks in various time periods in the tobacco factory
area. Insight into different time points is provided by longi-
tudinal research that shows the multifaceted transformations
that the social networks have gone through in individual phas-
es. The analysis used data from sets of open-ended questions in
semi-structured interviews, which were qualitatively analysed
using basic text analysis. Pragmatic text analysis (Verschuer-
en, 1995) was used, whereby dimensions of social networks
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were analysed following a review of the text and classification
of the answers by individual categories. From the analysis of
the Urban Education Live research data, it was possible to
extrapolate several characteristics of the social networks of the
creative ecosystem, which can be transferred to the broader
context of the entire creative system of Ljubljana and the wider
region by considering specific differences (based on the con-
text, stakeholder structure, and geographical distribution). In
other words, in the case of the tobacco factory area, selected
characteristics of the connections between the social networks,
along with the development of the social capital and operation
of creative ecosystems, are presented, which are key elements
(building blocks) of creative activities in Slovenia’s broader
area. The mode of operation and important institutional ac-
tors’ consideration of these characteristics and elements affects
cither the short- or long-term creative capabilities of a city,
region, or country. As part of the Urban Education Live sur-
vey, characteristics and changes between 2017 and 2020 in the
operation of creative social networks in the tobacco factory
area were identified. These are discussed below.

3.2.1 Clustering creative activities through formal
and informal networks

The interviewees in the tobacco factory area generally possess
quite diverse social networks. Further analysis showed that
formal networks, defined as working, project, and contrac-
tual connections (a client—contractor relationship), have a
significant impact on the development of creative activities
and also depend strongly on informal networks based on
friendly ties as manifested in socializing, spending free time
during breaks, lunches, walks, drinking coffee, and so on. The
interviewees were not asked about all forms of social contact,
only about the most common, core contacts with which they
establish their most frequent connections, which in practice
means that a contact is established several times a week. On
average, each interviewee listed five core contacts or persons
at the informal level and two contacts at the formal level. Of
these, on average one contact was a member of both formal and
informal networks, being at the same time a friend, colleague,
and business partner.

The complementarity between formal (work) and informal
(friendly) connections is evident in the interviews, especially
when considering the time component, which indicates the
gradual transition of individual informal contacts into formal
contacts, and vice versa. This is therefore a fluid or flexible
form of connection between actors, business entities, and us-
ers that have a common location or spatial network that uses
specific spaces. The interviews showed that most contacts were
gradually formed through the use of various micro-locations in
the tobacco factory area (open public areas, corridors, balco-
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Figure 2: Presentation of clustering scenarios of creative activities based on informal networks (illustration: Matjaz Ursic).

nies, bars, restaurants, etc.), with the exchange of contacts and
information. In particular, the increased number of informal
contacts is noteworthy, which is understandable given that
formal contacts were only considered those occurring outside
the interviewee’s direct working environment. Therefore, only
connections with other companies or employees in the tobacco
factory area beyond the interviewee’s workspace were consid-
ered formal contacts. Both types of contacts indicate a much
diverse business and creative ecosystem in which companies
and individuals occasionally connect and collaborate, whereas
clustering of companies occurs on the basis of the constant
intertwining of formal and informal contacts.

The interviews showed the importance of informal contacts in
the context of clustering creative activities. Informal contacts
play an extremely valuable role and are basic communication
channels that strengthen and establish interpersonal relation-
ships and, due to the higher level of trust between creative
individuals, also allow greater exchange of tacit information
regarding the creative ecosystem’s functioning. These are forms
of indirect influence on the creation of a creative ecosystem,
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which, unlike direct influences, can remain excluded or unno-
ticed in analysis of the business environment (Figure 2). In oth-
er words, although informal networks may not result in direct
business connections, the interviews show that they transmit
information that either facilitates the indirect establishment of
economic transactions or allows the gradual cumulative spread
(the “snowball” principle) of informal contacts that also in-
directly lead to the gradual expansion of business networks
within the creative ecosystem of the tobacco factory area.

3.2.1 The time component’s influence on the number
and range of connections in the social networks
of the tobacco factory area

Similar to other analyses of social networks (Filipovi¢, 2007;
Gibbons et al., 2018; Ye & Liu, 2018), the data in the Urban
Education Live survey indicate the extremely important role
of the time length variable, or process duration. In this respect,
the duration of certain processes related to individual locations
(social nodes) determined how numerous and diversified an
individual’s networks are. The data show that the number of
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Figure 3: Increasing number and spatial diversification of various forms of social networks by number of years present in the tobacco factory

area (source: Urban Education Live, 2019, 2020).

years spent by interviewees in the tobacco factory area strongly
influences the intensity or depth of their social networks. A
higher number of years in the area thus also corresponds to
greater numerical and spatial diversification of an individu-
al’s informal and formal networks in the tobacco factory area

(Figure 3).

Exponentially, as more years were spent in the tobacco factory
area, a larger number of spaces were formed in the interview-
ees’ “mental maps” (Lynch, 1990), including social nodes for
formal and informal socializing in the tobacco factory area
(the most popular social nodes were restaurants, bars, and en-
trances in front of the main buildings). Given the importance
of social networks for creative clustering, the research showed
that the number of years of individual presence in the tobacco
factory area also influenced the acquisition of new formal so-
cial contacts in that area, which were realized as various forms
of contractual business collaboration. As the years present in
the area increased, the number of contractual business connec-
tions also increased. On average, the interviewees gained 3.5
new contacts while active in the tobacco factory area. When
asked about the strength of these contacts, they stated that
approximately three core contacts from the list of key people
mentioned had assisted or helped them with various events,
which further testifies to the strength of the social networks
formed among the tobacco factory users.

3.2.1 Reduction in the volume of social networks and
the impact on social capital

The analysis of formal and informal contacts in relation to a
time variable showed how social capital has gradually accumu-
lated in the tobacco factory area and is materialized in social
networks in the form of various creative activities, companies,
and business contacts. It should be emphasized that the social
capital that has accumulated at this location is intertwined
with the locality or local structure at the physical, cultural,
and social levels. It may be described as a principle of the “so-
cial production of space” (Lefebvre, 1991, 299-346), where
space as a physical category becomes inseparable from the so-
cial structure of space. Lefebvre draws attention to the great
importance of the temporal component of space production
because this means that over time, based on specific uses (spa-
tial practices, presentation of space, spaces of representation,
and collective experience), a new space emerges that eludes
simple definitions of a physical good with an aesthetic value.
If the production of a space is based solely on the physical
change made to that space and excludes other forms of (social)
values that have arisen in the area, the spatial development
process becomes simplified, which leads to a reduction of so-
cial capital and social networks. This was seen in the context
of restructuring the tobacco factory area when comparing the
interview data for the period before (in 2018) and after the
sale of the area (in 2020), which then led to the closure of the

Urbani izziv, volume 32, no. 1, 2021



92

M. URSIC

Figure 4: Comparison of growth in new social contacts between 2018 and 2020 (source: Urban Education Live, 2019, 2020).

most creative activities. After the sale of the majority of the
area, only the building located at Trzaska 2 remained available
for creative activities, which has led to a sharp decrease in the
volume of all analysed dimensions of formal and informal net-
works and business (contractual) connections. For example,
in the comparative period from 2018 to 2020, the index of
newly established social connections dropped from an average
of four connections to about one new connection (Figure 4).

The data thus show that the closure of most social nodes in
the area has drastically limited the expansion of the social net-
works. The prevention of any further development of social
networks in the area, which is subject to a full functional,
service, and activity restructuring, may be described as a logical
consequence of the spatial transformation process, although
attention must also be drawn to the general shrinkage of so-
cial networks resulting from the forced relocation of certain
creative actors at the tobacco factory site to other sites around
the city. Namely, even though the creative actors that remained
or moved away from the tobacco factory area stated they had
established some new contacts but on a smaller scale than in
previous years, they also explained there had been a reduction
in the volume and frequency of their daily connections in the
social networks of formal and informal contacts after the ar-
ea’s restructuring. The current and former groups of tobacco
factory users agreed that the area’s restructuring had affected
the frequency of meeting, cooperating, and socializing with
other tobacco factory users (Figure 5).

Urbani izziv, volume 32, no. 1, 2021

The longitudinal analysis made it possible to compare the
modified social networks of current users of the tobacco
factory area and former ones, who had been forced to move
away from the location after the change in ownership. Of the
thirty people interviewed in 2020, about one-third were part
of this group. This group of interviewees was particularly in-
teresting due to the possibility of comparison with 2018 be-
cause the marked reduction of their social networks tied to
the tobacco factory area indicates the inability or difficulty of
maintaining creative social networks during the spontaneous
development of creative activities. Although social networks
essentially operate based on intangible connections and are
not directly related to physical parameters and do not depend
on visible bases, the data show that the attempt to separate
them (through relocation or eviction) from the local context
or milieu has strongly influenced the scope and functionality
of the creative networks. This emphasizes the importance of
the social production of space, where complex communication
and production relations between creative actors are formed
following a multi-year process. Obstruction of this process
leads to a reduced volume of the creative ecosystem, meaning
that additional costs for the city can be identified in the time
that has been lost and that will be needed to redevelop similar
creative networks in other locations in the city. One can only
guess how many economic resources and years it will take to
establish similar new hubs and restore social networks in the
creative ecosystem of small businesses, which already hold a
less privileged position due to the harsh market conditions
that demand short-term maximization of capital.
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Figure 5: Do you socialize, meet, or cooperate with other tobacco factory users after the sale of the area? Comparison of existing and relocated
creative actors in the tobacco factory area, 2020 (n = 30; source: Urban Education Live, 2019, 2020).

4 Discussion

The example of the tobacco factory area shows the specific
conditions in which creative activities operate in Slovenia. This
context may be described as the spontancous development of
creative activities in a setting of free market conditions. Under
these conditions, the priority factor in establishing creative
nodes or milieus becomes the proximity of the largest market
or the size of the aggregate population and the geographical
location of the infrastructural, historical, and administrative
centres of the region (Kozina 2010). From this viewpoint, the
distribution of creative activities in Ljubljana and its urban re-
gion approaches the idea of “central places” (Christaller, 1966;
Logan & Molotch, 1987; Cigale, 2002; Burger & Meijers,
2012), as characterized by the accumulation of resources and
potential only in locations that provide the greatest economic
yield and have an adequate concentration of people.

Building on these characteristics, the tobacco factory creative
ecosystem was gradually formed, where conditions in a certain
period were favourable to these processes (relative proximity to
the city centre, access to relatively affordable rental spaces, rap-
id accamulation of similar creative activities and actors, etc.).
The problem of such a spontaneous development of creative
milieus, where actors, small companies, and soft (social) fac-
tors converge, lies in the possibility of sudden changes to its
operating conditions, which often leads to the rapid disinte-
gration of such creative cores. In the event of sudden changes
in market conditions (due to political, economic, or historical
events), producing changes in the system of central locations,
there may be a complete breakdown of the creative ecosystem
in these locations. In such a constellation, creative SMEs may

be seen as weaker actors that, despite playing an important
role in maintaining social capital in creative areas, are simply
pushed out of locations. In this hierarchical arrangement, due
to the displacement of weaker forms of creative actors, the
homogenization of activities, and development, the concen-
tration of stronger types of creative actors gradually occurs,
in turn leading to the uneven spatial distribution of creative
activities. This all works to diminish the functional heteroge-
neity of creative ecosystems because the most successful are
those industries, companies, and actors that have quick access
to a large market and the surrounding area, from which they
draw the necessary human resources. This “selection of the
fittest”, which leads to profiling creative actors in terms of their
ability to respond quickly to current economic conditions, may
be described as “the entropic dimension of the socioeconomic
system” (Kirn 2008). In an entropic socioeconomic system,
the energies or actors and companies involved in the devel-
opment of creative activities accumulate in certain locations,
yet there is a danger that after a certain time period — due to
an unsteady, poor economic base, insufficient environmental
incentives, or inability to upgrade in the long term because of
limited access to basic (bottom-up) spatial, social, and human
resources — these creative accumulations start to fade, become
dispersed, or even cease to exist.

5 Conclusion

The introduction to this article presented a hypothesis on the
inability of local authorities and state institutional actors to
perceive the importance of soft (social) factors for the func-
tioning of creative ecosystems. After analysing various research
data, that assumption was confirmed and it was shown how
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important soft factors are for the design and maintenance of
the creative ecosystem. The inseparability of the soft (social)
elements from creative production itself was proven based on
an analysis of connections between formal and informal so-
cial networks. In particular, the informal networks played an
important role as a communication platform for establishing
an appropriate creative milieu and for clustering creative ac-
tivities. The data also indicate the extraordinary importance of
the time component for the development of creative activities.
Divisions between the short- and long-term accumulation of
social connections or contacts translate into the performance
of the creative ecosystem. Last but not least, maintaining the
heterogeneity of actors in creative activities is necessary for the
long-term successful operation of a creative ecosystem because
creative social networks cannot be moved from one location
to another without harmful collateral effects. These are seen
in the loss of accumulated social capital (creative networks), as
well as in the time and economic resources needed to gradually
establish similar creative milieus.

The shortcomings of short-sighted policies of spontaneous
market development for urban creative activities are reflected
in alternating, repeating cycles between extinction and accu-
mulation attempts of creative social networks, which in the
long term may produce a gradual decline in intangible forms of
social capital. This raises important questions about the extent
to which urban policies should be involved in planning creative
milieus, given that it is difficult to control the effects of the
formal spatial planning system on the intangible characteristics
of spaces. Every urban policy that tries to top-down direct
or plan creativity probably inevitably faces conflicts. Creating
creative ecosystems involves complex, partially unmanageable
variables and factors that make precise urban planning un-
predictable and inefficient. As a result, in designing creative
policies attention must be shifted to ensuring an increase in the
ability to measure, analyse, or detect elements from the bottom
up, which so far have been unjustifiably underestimated in the
analysis of creative activities (Colomb & Novy, 2018). In this
context, the redevelopment of the tobacco factory area is an
exemplary case of an inappropriate approach while measuring
certain “intangible values” of creative areas. Similar examples of
a questionable, insufficient analysis of the importance of social
networks for Ljubljana’s socioeconomic system can be given by
referring to other cases not specifically discussed in this article
(e.g. the former Rog Factory or the Metelkova area). Olsson
(1999) and Bianchini (1999), for example, mention that there
is no single method for measuring intangible values, which
causes extreme conflicts and tensions and introduces major
problems into spatial planning. At the political level, there are
large discrepancies between individual disciplines with regard
to the need to measure such elements. The problem of creative
urban policies in Slovenia is therefore not the inability to plan
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such activities, but the inability to systematically detect and
allow the operation of elements that are vital for the mainte-
nance, preservation, and development of such activities. Scott
(2014: 569) notes here that, before any change is made to
creative urban policy, authorities must obtain a detailed so-
cio-historical insight and understanding of the specific features
of local urban development prior to engaging in “the shaping
of local patterns of ingenuity and imagination”. Institutional
actors’ avoidance of the much-needed prior analysis of local
conditions creates an “unjustified dose of simplistic thinking”
(Scott, 2014: 574) and triggers scepticism, which often leads
to the introduction of regressive urban policies.

In the Slovenian post-transition period, the “productionist
approach” (Hall & Robertson, 2001: 19) dominates urban
creativity development. Use of this concept reflects the con-
cerns held by authorities regarding economic production and
the capitalization of creativity. This is also seen in documents
that seck to include the tobacco factory area in such develop-
ment schemes (see, e.g., Mestna ob¢ina Ljubljana, 2012, 2016,
2020). However, this approach does not adequately assess the
long-term role and impact of creativity on the city in the cur-
rent context of postmodern, globalized environments. From
this perspective, future approaches to creative urban regenera-
tion will need to develop mechanisms able to detect changes in
the subtle structure of the creative ecosystem and to combine
the cultural, social, and economic value of creativity into a
single whole. This article has drawn attention to and helped
explain at least some of the neglected aspects of creativity to
highlight their importance and role in the creative ecosystem.
In the long run, Ljubljana may be considerably affected by
sometimes less noticeable micro-changes at the local level. This
should lead to the development of new models of evaluation of
valuable sociocultural elements, places, and spaces in the city.
Such a process cannot be carried out in a short time because
it requires breaking away from the current spatial planning
paradigm. This production paradigm in spatial planning con-
sists of a set of ideas, thought models, and, above all, a system
of values embedded in the very organization and functioning
of institutions, communities, and everyday users of the city,
region, and country. Moving away from the current paradigm
is a painstaking and time-consuming process. The development
of Ljubljana’s long-term creative capacities is thus based on
a qualitative leap, which may be seen as a new socio-spatial
paradigm or “paradigmatic shift” (Kuhn, 1970: 85) that in a
holistic mode encompasses systems of economic, urban, and
especially social development.
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