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Abstract 

In the current context, where the climate emergency and the increasing density of urban centres are 
reaching critical points, green mobility has become an imperative. It is no longer perceived simply 
as a technical intervention in transport infrastructure but as a central paradigm that is radically 
reconfiguring the way European capitals are organised and experienced. Its importance goes 
beyond physical infrastructure, profoundly influencing the way public spaces are inhabited, 
navigated, and interpreted by society. While existing literature often focuses on consolidated 
models of the global north, such as Copenhagen, this paper takes a different direction. It shifts 
attention to “capitals in transition”, those urban environments that are undergoing rapid socio-
spatial transformations and that still bear, in various forms, the traces of a complex post-socialist 
legacy. Focusing on Tirana as a case study, the research examines in depth how specific 
interventions, from the pedestrianisation of the centre to the expansion of the cycling network and 
the integration of public transport, can act as powerful catalysts for reimagining the post-socialist 
city. By utilizing a qualitative and comparative methodological framework, which draws on 
contemporary theories on urban imaginaries and mobility governance, this study places Tirana’s 
current initiatives against advanced Western standards. The analysis highlights that, although 
Tirana has integrated the technical elements of green mobility, long-term sustainability cannot be 
guaranteed through a mechanical replication of external models. Rather, the real potential stems 
from localised strategies. Considering the nature of informal development, the often-chaotic 
vibrancy of the streets, and the specificities of local governance, Tirana requires solutions ‘tailored’ 
to its size. The final objective is to design an urban vision where the citizen is the protagonist, but 
without compromising the unique character and authenticity of the city itself. Consequently, this 
paper articulates a critical perspective that is extremely useful for other urban contexts in transition. 

mailto:vjola_ziu@universitetipolis.edu.al
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It highlights that the construction of a sustainable identity depends closely on the harmonisation of 
solutions with local reality and not on the mechanical reproduction of Western paradigms.  

Keywords: green mobility, urban identity, public space, comparative urbanism 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

In the current era, defined by existential challenges such as climate change and urban densification, 
the emergence of a sustainable civilisation has led to green mobility no longer being seen as an 
isolated set of technical interventions but as a fundamental paradigm of urban redesign (Gehl, 
2013). This paradigm does not simply re-examine transport networks, but profoundly transforms 
the way public spaces are collectively ‘lived’, perceived and understood, turning mobility into a 
critical lens for decoding social and political relations in the city (Sheller, 2006). However, the global 
discourse on this transition remains nourished and strongly influenced by normative models of the 
“Global North”, often creating a linear narrative of modernization that ignores the complexity of 
specific historical and cultural contexts. This study focuses on precisely such a complex and 
understudied context: the post-socialist cities of Central and South-eastern Europe, which face the 
challenge of reconstructing urban space after a radical system change. As (Stanilov, 2007) notes, 
these cities are not simply “blank sheets” but landscapes filled with layered traces of a centrally 
planned past, now adapting to market forces and democratic aspirations. This category includes 
“capitals in transition”, urban environments that are in a dynamic process of reinventing their 
identity, making this transition an inexhaustible laboratory for studying the interplay between 
mobility, memory and modernity.  

Tirana serves as an extremely important case study within this context. Its accelerated and often 
chaotic development in the post-1990s decades, characterised by “extreme individualism” and 
widespread informality (Aliaj, 2003), has left it with a unique urban landscape. This landscape, 
despite its challenges, also contains an unusual energy and authenticity. Confronting this legacy, 
the city’s recent mobility policies, from the dramatic restoration of public space through 
pedestrianisation to the expansion of cycling infrastructure, are not simply engineering projects. 
They are ambitious efforts to reshape the “image of the city” (Lynch, 1960), to change collective 
perception, and to create a more sustainable, accessible, and human-orientated mental map 
(Figure 1).  
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Figure 1. Tirana Before in 2012 and after in 2025. Source: by Author. 

Consequently, this study fills an important gap in the existing literature. While most research on 
green mobility focuses mainly on technical implementation or ecological benefits, analyses that 
treat it as a transformative force for urban identity in post-socialist contexts are lacking. This 
transformation is not simply a matter of infrastructural modernization, but a complex socio-spatial 
negotiation. On one hand, there is a strong tendency to imitate the regular and consolidated 
models of Western Europe; on the other, we are faced with the fluid reality of a city shaped by 
informality and a specific history of development. This tension between imported models and local 
reality constitutes the essence of the urban dilemma that Tirana and similar cities face today. In 
this context, the city serves as a laboratory to test theories of policy transfer and local adaptation. 
The main risk lies in superficial imitation, creating a ‘facade’ of sustainability through bike lanes or 
pedestrian zones, without cultivating the civic culture, governance mechanisms and spatial 
practices that give meaning to these models in their countries of origin. The issue therefore goes 
beyond urban planning and becomes a challenge of ‘cultural translation’: How can universal 
principles of sustainability be integrated into local everyday life? The answer is crucial, as it will 
determine whether green mobility will be embraced as an authentic element of the city’s new 
identity, or rejected as a foreign ‘top-down’ intervention that does not resonate with the real needs 
of citizens.  

Through a qualitative and comparative methodological framework, this research analyses how 
these specific green mobility interventions serve as catalysts for rethinking the post-socialist city. 
The study does not seek to assess Tirana according to a static foreign checklist but to understand 
the specific logics and consequences of its transition. The main question is: how can the general 
principles of “cities for people” (Gehl, 2013) be effectively applied in a context characterised by 
informality, chaotic street vitality, and a weak tradition of public space governance? 

https://senlainc.com/blog/intelligent-transportation-system-importance/
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Ultimately, this paper argues that long-term sustainability and the construction of a sustainable 
urban identity are not achieved through the mechanical transplantation of foreign paradigms. The 
real potential lies in developing localised strategies, “tailored” to Tirana’s unique mass, while 
simultaneously maintaining universal design principles that advance the human experience. Thus, 
the study aims to contribute not only to the discussion on urban development in Albania but also 
to the broader literature on urban ecology by offering valuable perspectives for all cities in 
transition that struggle to harmonise global aspirations for sustainability with immobile local 
realities. 

 

II. METHODS 

Green mobility is increasingly recognized as a multifaceted term that directly impacts social life, 
urban development, transport and environmental sustainability. Sustainable Urban Mobility Plans 
(SUMPs) are strategic planning tools adopted across Europe with a focus on accessibility, safety and 
environmental responsibility. They serve as examples of how mobility affects public areas and the 
urban environment. Kevin Lynch's concept of the city image (Lynch, 1960) highlights the significance 
of paths, nodes and edges in defining urban legibility. Streets, bike lanes, and pedestrian paths are 
examples of mobility infrastructure, but also important aspects of how people see and navigate 
cities, rather than neutral components. Similarly, Jan Gehl's study of human-scale cities (Gehl, 2013) 
emphasises how streets can be converted from traffic lanes into social spaces that support day-to-
day activities. In European capitals, sustainable transport has progressively emerged as a 
mechanism for developing city branding and identity. Cities like Copenhagen are globally 
recognized for their transport efficiency and their lifestyle-focused approach to mobility, 
integrating cycling and walking into urban culture. (Figure 2)  
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For transitioning cities such as Tirana, this prompts significant enquiries on the transferability of 
models and the potential for superficial emulation. 

 

Figure 2. Consolidated Green Mobility Model in Copenhagen. Source: by Author. 

Using a comparative qualitative case study methodology, the research focuses at advanced green 
mobility practices in a European capital city context, using Copenhagen as a reference model and 
Tirana as the primary case study. The analytical approach combines a thorough analysis of 
important policy documents, like as the Tirana Sustainable Urban Mobility Plan, with an extensive 
review of the scholarly literature on green mobility in European cities. (Figure 3) 

 

Figure 3. Pedestrian use of public space in Tirana. Source: by Author. 

https://senlainc.com/blog/intelligent-transportation-system-importance/
https://senlainc.com/blog/intelligent-transportation-system-importance/
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This is complemented by a comparative interpretation of spatial and strategic approaches to 
mobility, together with an urban design-oriented analysis that focuses on public space, everyday 
use and the interaction between mobility systems and the lived urban environment. This approach 
allows for a critical comparison that highlights both convergences and contextual differences 
between the two cities.  

 

III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Comparative analyses of green mobility policies in European capitals highlight a clear pattern shift 
towards sustainable and human-centred forms of urban mobility. The approaches followed are 
characterised by the promotion of non-motorised transport, the consolidation and integration of 
public transport networks and the continuous reduction of the dominance of private vehicles 
through the reconfiguration of road space. European studies consistently link these strategies to 
the development of pedestrian-friendly urban centres, the creation of continuous and functional 
cycling networks, and the implementation of low-emission or traffic-controlled zones. (Figure 4)  

Figure 4. Key components of an integrated green mobility system contributing to sustainable urban transformation. 
Source: by Author. 

In this context, Copenhagen stands out as a consolidated reference example, where the bicycle 
constitutes an essential component of everyday mobility and not simply an optional alternative. 
This success is based on the continuity of long-term policies, developed institutional capacity, broad 
public involvement and close integration between mobility planning, urban design and public space 
management, guaranteeing high levels of safety, comfort and social acceptability. 

https://senlainc.com/blog/intelligent-transportation-system-importance/
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These European experiences provide an important analytical framework for interpreting the 
transformative processes taking place in Tirana’s urban mobility. The development of the city has 
been accompanied by rapid demographic growth, informal construction and a car-oriented urban 
expansion, especially during the post-socialist period, bringing traffic congestion, environmental 
pressure and a persistent lack of quality public spaces. Local authorities, faced with these problems, 
have undertaken a series of interventions aimed at improving the quality of urban life and 
harmonizing local policies with European objectives of sustainable development. The pedestrian 
zone of Skanderbeg Square represents a deep meaning and serves a vital purpose, reshaping the 
city centre from a place overrun by cars into a lively heart for community gatherings, public events, 
and civic life. This shift is supported by other changes, like adding new bike paths and calming traffic, 
which reflect a growing awareness among city officials of the importance of moving beyond reliance 
on automobiles. At the same time, the Sustainable Urban Mobility Plan sets out goals that follow 
European priorities, focusing on improving access, protecting the environment, ensuring safety, 
and strengthening community connections. 

Despite these efforts, implementation remains uneven in practice. The cycling infrastructure in 
Tirana remains fragmented and discontinuous, thus becoming a mode of movement for vehicle 
movement, while for foot movements caused by pressure on traffic movements. In contrast to 
Copenhagen, where green mobility is deeply integrated into everyday life and supported by a stable 
framework in Tirana, initiatives are still perceived as temporary, experimental and not 
consolidated. This reality reflects not only infrastructural limitations, but also the continuity of 
studies in policy implementation and their inclusion (Figure 5). 

 

Figure 5. Use of Green Mobility in Tirana. Source: by Author. 

The comparative analysis suggests that the relationship between Tirana and Copenhagen should 
be said in a hierarchical, but developmental way. Copenhagen represents the conclusion of a 

https://senlainc.com/blog/intelligent-transportation-system-importance/
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finished outcome reached after decades of gradual transformation, while Tirana functions in a 
context of rapid urban change and a historical infrastructure to stand for proper mobility, the 
compact city structure, high density and strong internal culture of human-oriented mobility 
systems. In this context, Tirana can be seen as an urban laboratory, where green mobility strategies 
can be adapted and reinterpreted to the social, spatial and cultural conditions of the environment, 
rather than directly replicated. 

Overall, the findings draw a crucial lesson from the experience of European capitals: green mobility 
should not be seen simply as an infrastructural or technical intervention, but as an integrated public 
space project, which reshapes the daily urban experience. For Tirana, the development of future 
mobility policies should focus on ensuring continuity, spatial integration and usability at the 
neighborhood and city level, ensuring that sustainable mobility builds a coherent urban identity 
and supports long-term social and environmental sustainability, rather than remaining a series of 
fragmented projects. 

 

IV. CONCLUSION 

This study highlights how sustainable mobility strategies are essential to rethinking modern 
capitals, having an impact on public space standards, urban identity development, and 
transportation organization. The study emphasizes that the development of mobility in Tirana 
should be seen as a process tailored to the local context rather than as a direct replication of 
European models through a comparison between Tirana and Copenhagen. Green mobility in Tirana 
represents a real opportunity to reshape the city’s image as a capital city oriented towards people 
and sustainable development, as long as strategic approaches are closely intertwined with urban 
design, governance and social behaviour. In order to solidify Tirana as a developing European 
capital with a unique urban identity, the paper concludes by highlighting the need for future 
research and policies to concentrate on enhancing spatial coherence and raising the cultural 
acceptability of green mobility. 
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