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Abstract 

The paper synthesizes research using the 7 core subjects and 7 principles of social 

responsibility of ISO 26000 and tries to discuss social sustainability issues and actions in 

Croatian architectural agency. Platforma 9.81, interdisciplinary oriented association; 

Pula Group, politically oriented association and Archisquad, association focused on 

direct work with people; are observed.  

The study shows that an activist architectural practice in Croatia has a positive 

effect on contemporary Croatian society and makes it sustainable and socially 

responsible. Information and education, projects and programmes, lectures and panel 

discussions, exhibitions, consultations and other mechanisms of action spread the social 

responsibility, openly criticizing the wrong politics of spatial development and 

developing underdeveloped strata of the society. Its work covers all aspects of 

sustainable social development: equity, participation, empowerment, social mobility and 

preservation of culture. 
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1. Introduction 

Architecture is one of the rare disciplines which can influence society through its 

utilitarian task. The utilitarian task of architecture is to educate the society about the 

environment and how to build the future. Also architecture embraces social design and social 

and ecological quality. Architects have the responsibility over the choices they make in design 

processes. We find architects and architecture significant tool for sustainable development, 

because two fundamental practises of social responsibility are: recognizing social 

responsibility and identification and engagement of stakeholders. 

We are the witnesses of an emerging geography of architectural activism that is rich in its 

diversity of approaches. Practicing architects and designers, urban and community planners, 

landscape architects, environmental designers suggest countless ways in which design can 

address issues of social justice, allow individuals and communities to plan and celebrate their 

own lives, as well as serve a much larger percentage of the population than it has in the past. 

Growing practice of community design and public-interest architecture, affected the Croatian 

architecture too, particularly in the first decade of 21
st
 century, through different types, 

methods and models. 

An international standard (ISO) was taken to show the level of social responsibility in 

Croatian architectural agency in the objective way. ISO has launched an International 

Standard providing guidelines for social responsibility (SR) named ISO 26000 or just ISO SR 

and was released on 1 November 2010. This standard offers guidance on socially responsible 

behaviour and possible actions; it does not contain requirements and, therefore, in contrast to 

ISO management system standards, is not certifiable [Gürtler, Graziani, 2010]. It is applicable 

to all types of organizations, so we applied it to three different Croatian associations or 

practises to show the level of social responsibility in Croatian architectural agency. 

 

2. Research method 

The paper builds analytical research approach using the “7 core subjects” [Frost, 2011] of 

ISO 26000 and the “7 principles of social responsibility” [Seven principals of social 

responsibility, 2011] and tries to discuss social sustainability issues and actions in Croatian 

architectural agency. Each emerging participative architectural practise is observed through 

their programs, projects and actions and evaluated through “7 core subjects” and “7 principles 

of social responsibility”. Each “core subject” and each “principle” corresponds to specific 

number or specific character in the table below. The “7 core subjects” are: human rights, 

labour practises, environment, fair operating practices, consumer issues, community 

involvement and development, organisation governance [Frost, 2011]. They are all related to 

actions and expectations. The principles of social responsibility are: accountability, 

transparency, ethical behaviour, respect for stakeholder interests, respect for the rule of law, 

respect for international norms of behaviour, respect for human rights [Seven principals of 

social responsibility, 2011].
 
In this research we observe the three most participative 

architectural practises and its participative projects in Croatia in the “peripheral moment” 

[Rupnik, 2009] in Croatian architecture. Organisations who retained their continuity in 

activist practice are selected: Platforma 9.81, Pula Group and Archisquad. All activities of 

these organisations are based on the internet data of activities and verbal exchange of 

organization participants themselves. 

 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_design
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Fig. 1 – 7 core subject and 7 principles of social responsibility [ISO 26000] 

 

3. The objective and thesis of the research 

The objective of this research is to explore emerging Croatian activist architectural 

practices which retained its continuity from its founding until today. First of all, we wanted to 

see all the mechanisms and initiatives they use. And secondly, how they act and implement 

the sustainability into society according to the international standards - ISO 26000. 

The thesis is that activist architectural practice in Croatia has a positive effect on 

contemporary Croatian society and makes it sustainable and socially responsible. Information 

and education, projects, programmes and lectures, exhibitions and panel discussions, 

consultations and other mechanisms of action spread the social responsibility, openly 

criticizing the wrong politics of spatial development and developing underdeveloped strata of 

the society. Its work covers all aspects of sustainable social development: equity, 

participation, empowerment, social mobility and preservation of culture. 

 

4. The notion of activism in the architecture 

Activists, that are those carrying out the activism, can belong to social, environmental or 

political movements that are localized or distributed, and that are based upon collective and/or 

individual actions. The professional activism industry is dominated by not-for-profit, 

charitable and non-governmental organizations working across the political, social, 

environmental, institutional and economic agendas [Fuad Luke, 2009]. Over the past decade, 

the design community has increasingly supported both the notion and pursuit of public-

interest architecture and design. A small number of architecture and design professionals have 

established practices based on design as activism, where their work includes collaboration 

with the public sector interests to produce great products in accordance with professional 

standards to meet societies’ needs. This movement has been attributed to the evolution of the 

design professionals’ relationship with the clients they serve. 

The architectural design activism has become an evident change in architectural 

profession. Architecture and design professions were primarily reserved for paying clients - 

until now. This fact is evidence through the publication of such books as Expanding 

Architecture: Design as Activism; Design like You Give a Damn: Architectural Responses to 

Humanitarian Crises; and Good Deeds, Good Design: Community Service through 

Architecture. In 2011 Spatial Agency: Other Ways of Doing Architecture was published. This 

book co-authored by Nishat Awan, Tatjana Schneider and Jeremy Till is a collection of 

alternative approaches to architectural production brought together in one place. The book is 

meant to be useful and inspiring road map for anyone looking for other ways to deploy 

architectural intelligence. And recently in May 2012 a second book of Design like You Give a 
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Damn was released. Publications such as these identify the architectural community’s 

emerging voice and issue a call for change. 

Roberta M. Feldman defined activist practice as the act of architects leaving the office 

engaging a community, and seeking a need for design in that community, rather than 

passively waiting for clients to come to them [Feldman, 2004]. Jason Person defined operative 

practise as any intentional, creative action-formal, programmatic, fiscal, functional, physical, 

social, political, or aesthetic-that achieves lasting positive change [Pearson, 2004]. These two 

notions are examples of ways we can redefine practise so as to free ourselves from our 

traditional, limited role and to empower ourselves to make the contributions that we believe 

designers can and should make [Bell, 2008]. Such practices are linked to institutions - 

associations or architects, act independently, depending on whether they have financial 

support of the ministries, national foundations, local governments, companies, or simply 

covering their activities from various sponsors and donors. Likewise, in practice, architects 

work pro bono. 

 

5. The forms of activist practices in Croatia 

An activism in Croatia is a recent phenomenon; it emerged in the last ten years. First 

appears as a civic initiative (Green Action, 1990; Green Network of Activist Group (ZMAG), 

2002 and Right to a City, 2003) and parallel with these as art practices (Blok –Local Base for 

Cultural Refreshments, 2001; Kontejner, 2002; Kristina Leko, Barbara Blasin and Andreja 

Kulunčić). Civic initiative acts through various associations. It brings together organic 

gardeners, practitioners of applicable technologies and ecological construction, perm culture 

designers, researchers, social organization model of fair and equitable human relationships 

and environmental activists. In the same time art activist practices are more active through a 

person-artist and less around the associations. During the 70's of 20
th
 century an important 

role of social corrective architectural practice was led by Art Historians Society [Leboš, 

2009], but the beginnings of activist architectural practise run by architects’ starts with The 

Frames of Metropolis in 1996 - International Town Planning Workshop. Then in 2001, 

urbanizam.net appears – a first Croatian independent platform that collected and linked 

internet information from urban planning, architecture, design and contemporary art, later 

transformed into a book [Bakran et al. 2006]. In 2005, Croatian archipelago: New lighthouses 

was launched, a project, an exhibition and a book which summarise strategy for sustainable 

development of the Adriatic Coast [Mattioni, Mimica, 2006]. 

This decade proved to be an incredibly productive and innovative time for Croatian 

architects who managed to transform difficulties of post-war reconstruction and instability 

into a stimulating situation [Rupnik, 2009]. All of that are sporadic initiatives from 

individuals that had no long-term plans. Among these there are a few organisations that act 

for a longer period and had transformed their actions into alternative architectural practise-

activism. 

  

6. Discussion 

In further discussion three most important organisations are presented in three case 

studies. In the first part of the case study there is an introduction, a short history of each 

organisation. In the second part there are projects presented in a table. The table gives a name 

and a year of the project; description of an action, participants and the form of an action; the 7 

core subject of social responsibility (which corresponds to a specific number given in a 
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research method) and the 7 principles of social responsibility (which corresponds to a specific 

character given in a research method) for each project. The table fallows a conclusion.  

 
 

6.1. Case study 1 – Platforma 9.81 – Institute for research in architecture 

Platforma 9.81 was created in 1999 as a reaction to the inability of the architectural scene 

to establish an interdisciplinary and open dialogue within the scene and externally in regard to 

the problems of urban space culture, digitalization of the environment, influences of 

globalization to the perception of space and the needs of new educational methods in 

architecture. Their projects have a profoundly public quality and regularly draw together a 

large number of people from different domains of life. Their relation to architecture and urban 

planning is marked by an informal approach, non-institutional strategies of action, tendency 

towards research and away from habitual practice [web 1]. Platforma 9.81’s organisation is 

dynamic and different from that of other architectural offices. Platforma 9.81 is not about 

individuals, but a network, a group of people who come and go. They also have a number of 

associates on a per-project basis. Most of them are students of architecture and young 

architects or people with a non-institutional cultural background who ever more actively co-

author our projects as peers [Begović et al. 2005]. 

The vision of the Institute is to develop an organization that which scientific and technical 

publishing in architecture are based on equitable and sustainable use of spatial resources and 

participation of all citizens in the urban development. The mission of the Institute is to 

empower citizens to actively participate in the spatial development of Croatia. The values 

they represent are: spatial justice (environmentally and socially sustainable spatial 

development in compliance with legal and cultural norms) as the basis for spatial 

development; informed, educated and active citizenship involved in the spatial development 

of the community; the fundamental role of public space and culture as a platform for social 

exchange; critical research and socially engaged approach to architecture and urbanism; 

professional independence from politics and markets, interdisciplinary activities, evaluation of 

dialogue and exchange of knowledge, contemporary architecture and urbanism as a reflection 

of wider social problems and catalyst development [web 2]. (Figure 2) 

 

From the table below it is evident that the Platforma 9.81’s main strategic objectives are: 

the democratization of decision-making process and the quality of planning policies in spatial 

planning and spatial development policies in Croatia; production of new knowledge about it 

and the creation of new urban and architectural solutions; promotion of the best practice of 

urban development and contribution to the development of environmentally and socially 

sustainable architecture and urban planning. The main strategic programs are: urban research 

of spatial consequences of transition; architectural survey of public and cultural space; 

reprogramming empty and unused space; participation of citizens and civil society in urban 

planning; research and protection of architectural heritage of modernism from the socialist 

era. 

Platforma 9.81 explores the spatial and urban phenomena in context of the political, 

economic and cultural changes in Croatia. It develops new interdisciplinary architectural 

practice and educational networks, promoting new urban art and activism through public 

events and media information. Generally speaking their work is about education, 

programming and research which are mainly reflected in accountability and ethical behaviour, 

especially in architectural ethics. They are financed and supported by all kinds of institutions 

and cultural funds. 
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Figure 2 - Overview of Platforma 9.81 projects from the foundation up to 2012. [web 3-15] 
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6.2. Case study 2 – Pula Group – Praksa Cooperative 

Pula group is an informal group of architects from Pula, Croatia. Currently 6 persons work 

inside the group – Vjekoslav Gašparović, Emil Jurcan, Jerolim Mladinov, Marko Perčić, 

Helena Sterpin and Edna Jurcan. Group acts since 2006 when it organised student workshop 

in an ex military zone Katarina in Pula. Workshop produced conflict in local political scene 

because the result of the workshop, published in a book „Katarina 06 – Opening of Pula`s 

Coast“, confronted official municipality and state plans. Since then the group has produced 

publications, organised demonstrations and exhibitions to agitate in public against official 

urbanism in Pula and in Croatia, especially on the current Adriatic coastline problems such as 

“Red plan of Pula” and “Plan Mediterraneo” map. “Red Plan of Pula” is a synthesized map of 

latest conflicts produced by official urbanism in Pula [web 17]. Generally the group is 

developing a discursive field directed towards the informal planning and low budget 

temporary architecture. Tomislav Pavelić, commissioner for the Venice Biennale for Croatia 

in 2012, thinks that Pula Group "is seeking a common denominator of society and 

architecture, and with acting locally brings a social credibility to architectural discipline 

which has lost it" [web 16]. (Figure 3) 

 

Figure 3 - Overview of Pula Group projects from the foundation up to 2012. [Pula 

Group, 2006; web 17-21] 

 

Through their activities Pula Group returns their own credibility to society by encouraging 

citizens to inform themselves, to reflect and to stand up for their own interests and choices for 

their participation in decision making on important issues that concern them directly. Pula 

Group owns descriptive practices and practices of action. Activist practices such as these 

show curiosity and ability to learn, produce knowledge about the city that is not systematised 
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[Leboš, 2009]. Generally speaking their work has a strong attitude towards politics and first 

they act as citizens and then like architects, they are true activists. They mostly act on local 

basis and territory. According to that, their common mechanism is a “direct democracy” and 

because of that, not so favoured by politicians. Usually they are financed through local 

government although their actions do not require large financial investments. Recently they 

founded Praksa cooperative. It assembles members with several years of experience working 

in the domain of architecture, photography, design and journalism. As socio-economic 

association Praksa employs direct democracy regarding all activities, including collaborative 

work projects. Solidarity, mutual help, integration of cultural and political engagement in the 

sphere of production, education, exchange of knowledge and skills are some of the 

cooperative’s guiding principles. 

 

6.3. Case study 3 – Archisquad 

Archisquad is a group of young architects who are engaged in socially sensitive and 

involved issues of architecture. The group started the activity with a project of sustainable 

small Tanzanian clinics Mzizi Zahanati Mzuri in 2006, which included the Croatian Catholic 

Mission in the vicinity of the National Park in Tanzania Ngoro Ngoro and the organization 

Achitekten über Grenzen from Germany. The group continues its work in parallel with the 

educational and architectural projects. The first group includes the organization of educational 

programs Out of Focus: Architecture of giving and journalistic work - publishing articles and 

interviews in magazines CIP, Zarez and Oris involving experts in the field of social 

architecture. The second group is a direct work on social design and performance of socially 

engaged projects [from the author and a member of organisation]. (Figure 4) 

 

Big step forward for Archisquad group is a research project Emergency architecture. 

Emergency architecture is a research about existing housing conditions and lifestyles of 

residents of Zagreb, with the aim of improving individual and collective habits of living, and 

the area of coexistence. The project consists of free architectural consultations, which are held 

in libraries, museum and other public places, inviting citizens to participate and share their 

housing experiences and needs. Based on the presented problem, the team gives concrete 

solutions, either with small investments, not necessarily financial, but even emotional nature, 

Achisquad can change better environment. Here a holistic approach to architectural agency is 

seen: research, targeted social groups, local communities, reopening of the project in different 

parts of the Croatia (Pešćenica, Novi Zagreb, Momjan, Zagreb City Centre) and programme 

tends to expand and continue (Lički Osik). 

 

The primary activity of the group is diagnosing physical, social, cultural and economic 

problems, and proposing specific operational model solutions. In their work Archisquad tries 

to raise the social standard of the surrounding area, the standard of living, values heritage that 

is out of order and is worth the potential in physical, economic and cultural development of 

the city. They work directly with people and try to act through educating and publishing, 

sensitizing the public to current social issues, and promoting solidarity. To realize their 

project they collaborate with sponsors and donors, not only financially but also materially. 

Often, they borrow things and materials to build their project, invite their friends and family 

to help in the project realization. They also have a number of associates, mostly students of 

architecture and young architects or people with a non-institutional cultural background and 

act internationally. The group has a tendency to turn it into practice – real architectural agency 

with activist role. 
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Figure 4 - Overview of Archisquad projects from the foundation up to 2012. [Mucko, 

2010; Mucko, 2011; web 22-28] 

 

7. Conclusion 

Considering the nature of the discipline of architecture, research shows a high spectrum of 

criteria that define social responsibility. Architecture itself is socially engaged discipline and 

therefore socially responsible. Social sustainability is the fostering of equal relationships 

between members and member organizations, striving for consensus decision-making, 

encouraging them to take responsibility, interpersonal relationships based on respect for 

diversity and helping each other, accepting social justice as a social class and valuable 
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orientation to the transfer of practical environmental solutions to local community and wider 

social environment. 

 

All Croatian architectural organizations analyzed in this paper, have a common aim and 

operate as activists. They involve community and environment into and through their project. 

They differ in a way of financing and in a way of action. These organisations are dynamic and 

not individual but a network of people who come and go, while the aim stays. All of them 

tend to be practises not organisations, true activist architectural agencies. They are expanding 

the practise of design to provide for the rest, the great number currently underserved, and play 

an active role in responding to the social challenges we face in the world.  

 

Platforma 9.81 is the oldest organisation and is based on interdisciplinary research and 

theory. That justifies their name - Institute for Research in Architecture. Their most common 

products are exhibitions, books and programs that are mostly financed from institutions and 

cultural funds. Pula Group is a relatively young group which has a strong, critical attitude 

towards politics. Their common tool is “a direct democracy” which brings positive change to 

the local environment and boosts awareness of citizens. Archisquad is also a relatively young 

group which works directly with a people and deals with education and publication. Their 

work is mostly financed with sponsors but seeks other ways of financing. 

 

Activist architectural practice in Croatia has a positive effect on contemporary Croatian 

society and makes it sustainable and socially responsible. Information and education, projects, 

programmes and lectures, exhibitions and panel discussions, consultations and other 

mechanisms of action spread the social responsibility, openly criticizing the wrong politics of 

spatial development and developing underdeveloped strata of the society. Its’ work covers all 

aspects of sustainable social development: equity, participation, empowerment, social 

mobility and preservation of culture. 
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