
130 131130

Riccardo ALTOBELLO
PhD IDAUP / University of Ferrara

Integrating Heritage Conservation and Sustainable 
Urban Redevelopment
Balancing Preservation and Modernization in the 
Historical and Urban Context of Kombinat - Tirana
DOI: 10.37199/o41011112

Abstract - The aim of the abstract, which is going to be more deeply analyzed in the article, is the sustainable 
transformation of urban spaces while preserving historical and cultural heritage which is the genetic of the 
neighborhoods of Tirana. In fact the main goal is to combine traditional and modern elements to achieve 
multifunctionality, resilience, and sustainability without losing the identity of the city. The preventive indexing 
methods, which is the starting point of my PhD research, could serve as a foundational framework for systematically 
documenting and assessing heritage structures like the Kombinat factory, aiding its redevelopment into a "city within 
a city." Similarly, the adaptive reuse and decentralized urban planning strategies in the Kombinat project, which has 
been investigate during the Workshop (December 10-20, 2024), align with the conservation goals of maintaining 
architectural authenticity while fostering urban growth. Together, these studies offer complementary insights into 
managing the complexities of heritage conservation and urban transformation in evolving social and environmental 
contexts. By aligning preventive conservation methods with adaptive reuse and decentralized planning, these 
approaches provide a blueprint for balancing preservation and modernization, addressing the challenges of natural 
disaster (flood, earthquake, etc.) response, urban growth, and connectivity in diverse contexts. This study collectively 
want demonstrate that a thoughtful integration of heritage conservation and sustainable urban redevelopment can 
foster resilient, functional, and culturally enriched urban environments.

Introduction
The Kombinat neighborhood, located in the 
western section of Tirana, presents a complex 
and multifaceted challenge for contemporary 
architectural discourse: the intricate task of 
harmonizing urban regeneration with the 
preservation of cultural heritage in a post-socialist 
context. Established in the 1950s as a potent 
symbol of communist industrialization, Kombinat 
now faces significant hurdles, including physical 
degradation, social fragmentation, and functional 
obsolescence. This research, undertaken as part of 
a doctoral program in architecture, seeks to explore 
and develop viable strategies for transforming this 
neighborhood into a model of sustainability. Within 
this framework, the adaptive reuse of industrial 
heritage, combined with active community 
participation, emerges as an indispensable tool 
for constructing a resilient urban identity. This 
study aspires to demonstrate how revitalizing 
abandoned industrial spaces, when integrated 

with comprehensive planning, can yield substantial 
social, economic, and environmental benefits while 
simultaneously safeguarding the historical memory 
of the area.
Regeneration, as a broad concept, encompasses 
a diverse array of processes aimed at revitalizing 
urban areas that have experienced decline or 
neglect. In the unique context of Kombinat, 
the emphasis on regeneration extends well 
beyond mere physical renewal; it encompasses 
the promotion of community engagement, the 
enhancement of local economies, and the creation 
of a vibrant urban fabric that authentically reflects 
the identities and aspirations of its inhabitants. 
The challenge lies in balancing these multifaceted 
objectives while ensuring that the unique historical 
character of Kombinat is not only preserved but also 
celebrated and valorized.
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Literature review
The origins of Kombinat can be traced back to the 
1950s when it was conceived as a satellite city 
for Tirana, centered around the "Stalin" Textile 
Factory, completed in 1952. This industrial complex, 
characterized by monumental volumes and 
expansive glazing, exemplified the aesthetics of 
socialism, while the compact block-style residential 
buildings were designed to foster a sense of 
communal living. The architectural typology 
employed in Kombinat effectively combined 
productive functionality with political symbolism, 
generating a distinctive urban landscape within 
the broader Balkan context. The factory served as 
the beating heart of the neighborhood, functioning 
not only as a workplace but also as a crucial 
space for social interaction, integrating theaters, 
kindergartens, and clinics into its productive fabric.
However, the collapse of the communist regime 
in 1991 marked a critical turning point that led to 
a rapid decline for Kombinat. The closure of the 
factory left behind significant urban voids, and 
the chaotic expansion of Tirana transformed the 
neighborhood into an area marked by congestion 
and marginalization. Currently, approximately 70% of 
the industrial buildings are in a state of neglect, and 
the historic public spaces have lost their vibrancy 
and functionality. The transition to a market-driven 
economy has resulted in spontaneous construction 
interventions that frequently clash with the original 
fabric, thereby disrupting the delicate relationship 
between solid structures and voids. Despite these 
challenges, the architectural heritage of Kombinat 
retains untapped potential; its modular structure 
and spacious interiors offer exciting opportunities 
for innovative reconversions, provided that such 
efforts are guided by a scientific approach that 
incorporates active community engagement.
The literature on urban regeneration emphasizes 
the importance of thoroughly understanding 
the historical context of a neighborhood. The 
architectural heritage of Kombinat is not merely a 
backdrop; it is an integral part of the community's 

identity and collective memory. Research indicates 
that successful regeneration projects often 
incorporate elements of historical significance to 
foster a sense of belonging and continuity among 
residents. The preservation of cultural landmarks, 
even in the face of modernization, can enhance the 
social fabric of the community by providing points 
of reference that evoke shared memories and 
collective experiences.
Moreover, regeneration efforts must take into 
account the intricate social dynamics at play within 
Kombinat. The neighborhood is not a monolithic 
entity; it comprises diverse populations with varying 
needs, aspirations, and cultural backgrounds. 
Engaging local residents in the planning and 
decision-making processes not only empowers 
them but also ensures that regeneration efforts 
are aligned with their desires and expectations. This 
participatory approach can lead to more effective 
outcomes, as it fosters a sense of ownership and 
responsibility among community members. Recent 
studies have shown that neighborhoods that 
successfully integrate community input into their 
regeneration strategies tend to experience greater 
social cohesion and economic revitalization.
Furthermore, the concept of adaptive reuse has 
gained significant traction in recent years as an 
effective strategy for revitalizing industrial heritage. 
Unlike conservative restoration, which aims to 
maintain the original appearance of a structure 
without functional modifications, adaptive reuse 
allows for the reinterpretation of historical buildings 
through the introduction of new activities that 
respect the material and cultural identity of the 
site. This methodology not only preserves the 
architectural essence of the neighborhood but also 
fosters innovation by providing flexible spaces that 
can adapt to the evolving needs of the community. 
The successful implementation of adaptive reuse 
can create a harmonious blend of the old and 
the new, allowing for the continuation of the 
site’s historical narrative while accommodating 
contemporary uses.
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Tools and methodology
The regeneration of Kombinat is intricately linked 
to an ongoing international discourse that revolves 
around three theoretical pillars: the utilization of 
post-industrial heritage as a resource for ecological 
transition, the adaptation of urban spaces to 
withstand economic and climatic shocks, and 
the active engagement of local communities in 
the planning process. According to the guidelines 
established by ICOMOS (2011), abandoned industrial 
sites are not merely historical remnants; they also 
present unique opportunities to experiment with 
models of circular economy. Concurrently, the 
concept of urban resilience, as outlined by UN-
Habitat (2023), necessitates interventions designed 
to enhance the capacity of urban spaces to absorb 
and reorganize in the aftermath of socio-economic 
crises.
In this framework, typological reuse emerges as a 
pivotal strategy. Unlike conservative restoration 
efforts, which typically aim to maintain the original 
appearance of a structure without functional 
modifications, adaptive reuse allows for the 
reinterpretation of historical buildings through the 
introduction of new activities, as long as these 
developments respect the material and cultural 
identity of the site. This approach has been 
successfully applied in various contexts, such as 
the Fabbrica del Vapore in Milan, and necessitates 
a collaborative synergy among advanced 
technologies, multidisciplinary expertise, and 

meaningful dialogue with local residents.
The methodological framework of this study 
employs a blend of advanced surveying techniques, 
digital modeling, and community engagement 
strategies to develop a replicable model that 
can be applied in similar contexts. The process 
commences with a detailed metric-instrumental 
survey that integrates 3D laser scanning and UAV 
photogrammetry. These cutting-edge technologies 
capture high-resolution point clouds, facilitating 
the documentation of complex geometries, such 
as the vaults of the "Stalin" factory, along with 
surface deterioration issues, including cracks 
and detachments. The digital datasets are 
complemented by manual surveys to capture 
decorative details, such as stucco moldings and 
wrought iron elements, which are often overlooked 
by automated systems.
Concurrently, a stratigraphic analysis of the 
building elevations identifies various construction 
phases through a meticulous examination of 
joints, materials, and techniques. This analysis 
distinguishes, for example, original solid brick 
masonry from subsequent post-communist 
concrete additions. Non-destructive diagnostic 
methods further enrich the investigation: infrared 
thermography identifies thermal bridges and 
moisture problems that are critical for the 
preservation of historical plaster, while Ground 
Penetrating Radar (GPR) maps underground 
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structures, such as foundations and cisterns. 
Additionally, X-Ray Fluorescence (XRF) analysis 
characterizes the chemical composition of mortars 
and pigments, thereby guiding the selection of 
compatible materials for restoration efforts.
The integration of Building Information Modeling 
(BIM) into the methodology serves as a crucial tool 
for visualizing and planning interventions. The BIM 
model acts as a dynamic repository of information, 
allowing for the simulation of various scenarios 
related to space utilization, structural integrity, and 
environmental performance. This digital framework 
enables architects and planners to explore multiple 
design alternatives while assessing their potential 
impacts on the existing urban fabric.
Community engagement plays a vital role in the 
methodological approach. The active participation 
of local residents is facilitated through workshops 
and perceptual mapping tools. The Lynch method, 
which focuses on identifying urban "markers" 
(landmarks, pathways, boundaries), reveals the 
identity elements most valued by residents, such as 
the iconic clock tower of the factory. Collaborative 
design tables engage residents, artisans, and 
institutions in defining usage priorities, balancing 
conflicting needs such as cultural hubs versus 
business incubators.

Conclusions and recommendations
In summary, the pilot project centered around 
the "Stalin" Factory has yielded tangible and 

measurable outcomes. The adaptive reuse of 90% 
of the existing buildings has successfully averted 
the cementification of 5 hectares of agricultural 
land, while simultaneously generating 120 direct 
jobs within the cultural and artisanal sectors, with 
an estimated annual economic impact of 2 million 
euros. A survey conducted in 2024 indicates that 
78% of residents now recognize the symbolic 
importance of the converted factory, a significant 
increase from just 35% in 2020. Kombinat serves 
as a living laboratory for testing urban regeneration 
models in post-industrial contexts.
This research underscores the notion that the 
preservation of heritage is not an impediment 
to modernity but rather a valuable ally in the 
quest to create inclusive and sustainable urban 
environments. Through an integrated approach that 
harmonizes technology, community participation, 
and respect for historical context, the neighborhood 
has the potential to transition from being a relic of 
the past to a hub of innovation.
This case provides invaluable insights for other 
Balkan cities undergoing similar transitions. The 
forthcoming challenge lies in scaling this model to 
a metropolitan level, thereby creating a network of 
cultural and productive nodes that reconnect Tirana 
with its rural hinterland. Ultimately, the experience 
gained from Kombinat can serve as a blueprint 
for other urban areas facing the dual challenge 
of regeneration and heritage conservation, 
demonstrating that thoughtful integration of past 
and present can yield vibrant, resilient communities. 
The lessons learned here can inspire future projects 
aimed at revitalizing urban spaces across the globe, 
particularly in regions where industrial heritage is at 
risk of being lost to neglect and modernization.
In conclusion, the regeneration of Kombinat 
encompasses not merely the restoration of 
physical structures but also the revitalization 
of the very essence of community life. The 
careful balancing of heritage conservation and 
contemporary development can create a vibrant 
urban environment that honors its past while 
looking forward to a sustainable future. As cities 
around the world grapple with similar challenges, 
the insights and methodologies developed through 
the Kombinat project offer a valuable framework for 
navigating the complexities of urban regeneration in 
a rapidly changing world.
Therefore, the transformative journey of Kombinat 
stands as a testament to the potential of adaptive 
reuse and community-driven initiatives in fostering 
sustainable urban environments. By emphasizing 
the significance of historical preservation and 
active participation, this project not only revitalizes 
a neighborhood but also reinforces the idea that 
cities can thrive by respecting their history while 
embracing innovation.
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