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Spatial (Regional) Differences of Demographic 

Development in the Republic of Croatia 

 

Abstract 

 

Consideration of the essential components of demographic development in the 

Republic of Croatia has shown considerable spatial discrepancies. Settlement patterns 

are extremely unequal. Rural areas are depleted; the population is clustered around a 

small number of central settlements. The domination of Zagreb in all segments of 

society is accelerating. Migration shows the full extent of the dichotomy in Croatia’s 

territory. Ten counties have a positive migration balance, while eleven have a negative 

balance. To a certain extent, territorial homogenization is also occurring. All counties 

are beset by reproductive depopulation. At the county level, there is relative uniformity 

in the both the age structure and aging of the population; as many as 18 of 21 counties 

can be designated as experiencing deep demographic aging. Trends are also 

unfavorable. Densely populated regions are recording further growth in the number of 

inhabitants, while sparsely populated regions are subject to constant depopulation. In 

exceptionally depopulated areas there are low population levels with unpromising 

biological and educational structures. This is a limiting factor for further development. 

It is therefore necessary to implement a planned and functional redistribution of the 

population. However, faster economic growth is a key prerequisite to the alleviation of 

very unfavorable demographic trends. 
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Introduction 

 

 Demographic development, particularly the distribution of populations, is 

influenced by many factors: a) geographic, b) economic and social, c) political, d) pure 

demographic, and others. Additionally, a special role is played by inherited settlement 

structures, modes for the emergence and development of cities, the degree of 

exploitation of natural and human resources, the existence of and changes in state and 

other borders, etc. The effects of the aforementioned factors on demographic 

development is very complex. It is therefore difficult to know which factors will 

predominate during a given period. This, for example, also holds for the distribution and 

redistribution of populations. Under the conditions of a primarily agrarian socio-

economic structure, natural/geographic and pure demographic factors played the 

principal role, while during the phase of industrialization and urbanization, economic 

and social factors assumed the greatest importance (Breznik 1982). Rendered in simpler 

terms, the population density, the number and composition of the population and the 

distribution and forms of settlements are inscribed by the past, reflect the present and 

herald the future. 

The Republic of Croatia consists of three large natural-geographic units. These 

are: the lowland region (a part of the Pannonian Plain), the littoral region (part of the 

Mediterranean), and the highland-alpine region, which is located between the previous 

two (part of the Dinaric mountain system). The complexity of Croatia’s position, 

determined by its contact with and the influence of diverse ethnic, cultural, economic 

and political European entities, or rather civilizational spheres (Central European, 

Mediterranean, and Balkan) is unique. This has greatly influenced the differentiation of 

larger and smaller portions of the its national territory. All of this, in turn, is reflected in 

its social, ���	����
�	�
��������
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������	���� 
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Territorial variations are certainly present as well in the population density, and 

changes in the number and composition of the population. This work represents an 

attempt to determine how and to what extent. The focus has been placed on the 

distribution of the population, while spatial (regional) differences in other essential 

components of demographic development in the Republic of Croatia are also 

considered. 
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Population Distribution or Overall Population Density 

 

With its 4,784,265 inhabitants (1991 census) or 84.6 persons/km2, the Republic 

of Croatia is a more sparsely than densely populated European country. Approximately 

three fourths of Europe’s countries are above, and only one fourth are below Croatia. 

Considering just this data, we could conclude that Croatia, given its specific natural 

features and economic potential, possesses a certain advantage which gives it better 

prospects for the futu��
������	����
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very unequal population distribution stand behind these statistics on average population 

density, such a state of affairs cannot be considered either an advantage or a potential 

stimulus to development. 

 The extremely varied population density becomes apparent already at the level 

of the largest geographic components of Croatia. These are: the plains or Pannonian 

region (103 persons/km2, 1991), the highland-alpine or Dinaric region (18 persons/km2) 

and the littoral or Adriatic/Mediterranean region (85 persons/km2). Thus, the ratio has 

the extreme values of 1:5.7. 

A comparison of the five main components (macro-regions) leads to this 

conclusion: the most populous is Central Croatia (the Zagreb macro-region, 116.0 

persons/km2), while the most sparsely populated is Highland Croatia (Lika and Gorski 

kotar, 18.1). The northern littoral (Istria and Kvarner, 84.5), the southern littoral 

(Dalmatia, 80.9) and Eastern Croatia (Slavonia, Baranja and Western Srijem, 80.4) have 

roughly equal population densities (approximately average values). This means that the 

ratio between the most sparse and densest macro-regions is 1:6.4. 

Furthermore, there are considerable variations in population density between 

individual counties (Table 1); from Lika-Senj County (16.3 persons per km2) to 

��*����+�
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 �ost sparsely and most densely 

populated counties is 1:10. The city of Zagreb, with its characteristic urban density, 

belongs in a category of its own (1,215.4 persons/km2). 

Within the macro-regions and counties, the differences are even greater in terms 

of population density and general population trends. These differences are particularly 

great and significant between urban and rural regions, and between the more markedly 

urban and rural municipalities, i.e. between lowland-plains and highland-alpine regions 

���+�2���
"#3.4
�����	����
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Table 1: Population in 1991 and the share (%) of the population in individual counties in the 

overall population of Croatia and overall population density (persons/km2) 

 

COUNTY Number % Persons/km2 

 1 2 3 

CITY OF ZAGREB 777,826 16.26 1,215.35 

BJELOVAR-BILOGORA 144,042 3.01 54.60 

BROD-POSAVINA 174,998 3.66 86.38 

DUBROVNIK-NERETVA 126,329 2.64 70.85 

ISTRIA 204,346 4.27 72.67 

KARLOVAC 184,577 3.86 50.92 

KOPRIVNICA-78�!9,� 129,397 2.70 74.58 

KRAPINA-ZAGORJE 148,779 3.11 120.96 

LIKA-SENJ 86,992 1.82 16.25 

����:8� 119,866 2.50 164.20 

OSIJEK-BARANJA 367,193 7.68 88.46 

;<!��-SLAVONIA 99,334 2.08 54.52 

PRIMORJE-GORSKI KOTAR 323,130 6.75 89.96 

SISAK-MOSLAVINA 251,023 5.25 56.47 

SPLIT-DALMATIA 474,019 9.91 104.78 

ŠIBENIK-KNIN 152,477 3.19 50.89 

9�8�!��� 187,853 3.93 149.09 

VIROVITICA-PODRAVINA 104,625 2.18 51.72 

VUKOVAR-SRIJEM 231,241 4.83 94.46 

ZADAR 212,920 4.45 58.49 

ZAGREB 283,298  5.92 92.07 

CROATIA 4,784,265 100.00 84.62 

 

Source: 1991. Census data, Croatian Central Bureau of Statistics, Zagreb 

 

At the level of the smallest administrative/territorial units, i.e. municipalities and 

cities (and administrative city-districts)—of which there is a total of 538 (416 

municipalities and 122 cities/towns)—the differences in population density are very 

great, as expected. Some municipalities, particularly those in the highland-alpine 

(Dinaric) karst tracts and on the Adriatic islands, constitute a true semi-wilderness (sub-
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ecumene). Thus in 1991, an overall density of not more than 15 persons per km2, 

meaning a very sparse population, was recorded by 25 municipalities and two 

administrative city-districts; only 1.6 percent of Croatia’s population lived in them on a 

total of 12.1 percent of its national (mainland) territory. The lowest density was 

recorded in the Karlobag municipality (3.7 persons/km2% 
 �����)��
 1-
 �0�
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municipality in the Istrian interior (4.2 persons/km2), and then the Udbina (6.8 

persons/km2) Lovinac (7.9 persons/km2%
 �	�
 !��1���5
 �3&3
 6����	�>5�2) 

municipalities, and so forth. 

As opposed to these municipalities, many are very densely populated or even 

over-populated. These are generally municipalities in northwestern Croatia and cities 

(and administrative city-districts) throughout Croatia. There are 27 administrative-

territorial units (25 cities and 5 municipalities), which encompass 3.9 percent of 

Croatia’s total area and 39.5 percent of its population, that can be described as over-

populated, i.e. the general density accounts for over 300 persons/km2. All municipalities 

in this group are suburban; the most populous municipality (with the exception of cities 

and administrative city-districts) is Podstrana, near Split (486.2 persons/km2% 
 !�6�
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The ratio between the most sparsely and most densely populated municipalities 

(with the exception of cities and administrative city-districts), meaning Karlobag and 

Podstrana, is 1:131.4. If all administrative/territorial units are taken into consideration, 

thus the largest cities as well, then the ratio becomes over 1:1,000! In this vein, a vast 

discrepancy in the population and settlement structure of the Republic of Croatia is 

obvious. 

The numerical indicators of population distribution in Croatia presented above 

depict the conditions which were valid during the last population census (1991). There 

is every indication that the current situation is even less favorable. The Great Serbian 

aggression against Croatia and the war provoked tremendous demographic disorders. 

The situation is particularly difficult in those regions dire���-
0��
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Šterc 1991). The war, in turn, had the effect of “salt on an open demographic wound.” A 

deeper understanding of these changes will only be possible after an analysis of the data 

from the 2001 census. Nonetheless, on the basis of certain partial indicators and general 

trends, even now it can be stated that there is a real danger that the once occupied and 
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devastated Croatian regions will (with the possible exception of regions in Eastern 

Slavonia and Baranja) become marginal rural zones. 

 

General (Inter-census) Population Trends 

 

Changes in the number of inhabitants from 1981 to 1991 indicate spatial 
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1998). Out of the total twenty-one counties (including the City of Zagreb), fourteen 

have recorded population growth, while seven have recorded a decline. The largest 

growth was experienced by Dubrovnik-Neretva County and the City of Zagreb, while 

the most marked decline was noted in Lika-Senj and Bjelovar-Bilogora Counties. 

A more detailed and real view of general demographic trends is offered by data 

for settlements. During the 1981-1991 period, out of a total of 6,694 settlements, 30.4 

percent recorded population growth, 1.55 percent zero-growth and the remaining 68.05 

percent a decline. As many as 2,914 settlements, or 43.5 percent, experienced an intense 

reduction in their populations (10 or more percent), while 66 settlements (1%) remained 
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contiguous zone of marked depopulation, in which this “illness” has ensnared over 50 

percent of the settlements, consists of four counties: Koprivnica-7������� 
 9���������-

Podravina, Bjelovar-Bilogora and Sisak-Moslavina; they encompass 11,625 km2 (20% 

of the national mainland territory) and 2,090 settlements (31.2% of all settlements). 

 These unpromising trends continued even during the past decade. This is shown 

by the estimated number of present inhabitants (according to the principle of usual 

residence) for 2000 by county in comparison to the number of present inhabitants in 

1991 (Table 2). Out of the twenty-one Croatian counties (including the City of Zagreb), 

all of four recorded population growth over the course of the last decade, and these are: 

Zagreb County, the City of Zagreb, Split-Dalmatia County and Istria County (in the last 

case it is actually a matter of stagnation!). Other counties recorded lesser or more 

intense depopulation. The greatest reduction in the number of inhabitants was recorded 

in Lika-Senj County (39.9%), Šibenik-Knin County (22.5%), Sisak-Moslavina County 

(21.6%), Karlovac County (20.9%) and Zadar County (19.6%), etc. All of these are 

counties that were directly hit by the war and in which smaller or larger portions were 

already beset by depopulation even before the war. 
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 Differences in the modifiers and intensity of population changes increased the 

already striking unequal territorial distribution of the Croatian population. The extreme 

cases are: Lika-Senj County only 1.07 percent of Croatia’s total population lives in 9.47 

percent of the (mainland) national territory (estimate for 2000), while on the other hand, 

in the City of Zagreb and Zagreb County (together) 24.84 percent of the population 

lives in 6.57 percent of the territory! 
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Table 2: Estimate of usual residence population by county in mid-2000 and comparison with 

1991* 

 

 Population Change 

COUNTY 1991** 2000 absolute index 

2000/91 

 1 2 3 4 

CITY OF ZAGREB 753,200 776,800 23,600 103.1 

BJELOVAR-BILOGORA 134,800 125,000 -9,800 92.7 

BROD-POSAVINA 162,600 159,800 -2,800 98.3 

DUBROVNIK-NERETVA 119,900 118,300 -1,600 98.7 

ISTRIA 201,200 202,500 1,300 100.6 

KARLOVAC 169,000 133,600 -35,400 79.1 

KOPRIVNICA-78�!9,� 123,700 119,300 -4,400 96.4 

KRAPINA-ZAGORJE 144,200 138,700 -5,500 96.2 

LIKA-SENJ 76,600 46,000 -30,600 60.1 

����:8� 111,000 109,900 -1,100 99.0 

OSIJEK-BARANJA 340,900 331,100 -9,800 97.1 

;<!��-SLAVONIA 91,500 82,600 -8,900 90.3 

PRIMORJE-GORSKI KOTAR 315,500 303,100 -12,400 96.1 

SISAK-MOSLAVINA 235,200 184,300 -50,900 78.4 

SPLIT-DALMATIA 442,800 455,300 12,500 102.8 

ŠIBENIK-KNIN 143,000 110,800 -32,200 77.5 

9�8�!��� 182,500 179,200 -3,300 98.2 

VIROVITICA-PODRAVINA 99,000 89,500 -9,500 90.4 

VUKOVAR-SRIJEM 213,500 184,800 -28,700 86.6 

ZADAR 189,400 152,300 -37,100 80.4 

ZAGREB 271,000 289,100 18,100 106.7 

CROATIA 4,520,500 4,292,000  - 228,500  94.9 

 

* Authors’ estimate according to the usual residence concept; territorial structure in 2000. 

** Source: Census data (1991), Croatian Central Bureau of Statistics, Zagreb; data adapted to the usual 

residence concept. 

 

Polarization of Demographic Development 
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To understand demographic events and, consequently, the distribution of the 

population, special attention must be given to the fact that traditional agrarian settlement 

patterns are dispersive, because they greatly depend on land, water and other natural 

resources. Even after the Second World War, the settlement structure in Croatia was 

characterized precisely by dispersed settlement patterns and a large number of small 
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structure was completely inappropriate under altered socio-economic conditions, 

because the accelerated development of secondary and tertiary activities sought, and 

induced, among other things, a certain level of concentration in the population. What 

occurred was therefore a transition from one to another type of settlement pattern, 

during which many village were depopulated, particularly those located farther from 

civilizational and developmental flows. This spatial redistribution of the population 

“passed over” smaller and medium-size central settlements and “jumped” directly to 
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distribution of the population, and therefore also the chances for more balanced socio-

economic development. 

Parallel to urbanization, an intense de-agrarianization and de-ruralization 

��������
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developmental policies (urban-based industrialization with a small number of hubs) 

prompted “flight” from agriculture and the village. Rural settlements declined and 

continues to decline in all regions. All county seats experienced growth in the number 

of inhabitants in the period from 1981 to 1991 (from 1.4% in Osijek, to 20.5% in 

Zadar). In the same fashion, all counties recorded growth in the number of inhabitants 

in other urban settlements which have (jointly) double the growth rate of the county 

seats. As to non-urban settlements (considered jointly), in the majority of counties their 
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Interregional differences, particularly urban-rural divisions, have already 

represented a fundamental and general territorial-settlement feature for a considerable 

period, but in recent years they have become a characteristic of almost all Croatian 

counties. The population distribution discussed above is a reflection of precisely these 

regional variations and polarized general and demographic development (Vresk 1996). 

The data show that the concentration of people in urban settlements is 

continuing (Vresk 1992). In 1991, 51.7 percent of Croatia’s population lived in urban 

settlements (according to a somewhat modified model /Vresk 1982-83/, there were 122, 
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or 1.8% of total settlements), while the rest of the population was “scattered” 

throughout 6,572 non-urban settlements! An even better indicator of developmental and 

demographic polarization ensues from the fact that in 1991, 25.9 percent of Croatia’s 

population lived in the four macro-regional centers (in their narrower urban zones), 

while Zagreb alone (inner urban zone) accounted for 16.3 percent of the population! 

The intense concentration of the population, the high degree of urbanization, 

relatively dynamic economic development (particularly tertiary activities) as well as the 

greater differences between it and other parts of the Republic of Croatia, separate the 
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independence, the domination of this metropolis continued and accelerated in 

practically all social segments (Stiperski 2000). This will lead to a situation which will 
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Features of Population Reproduction 

 

Among the counties, the City of Zagreb has the lowest general fertility rate, 

despite the fact that it has th�
 0��0���
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Primorje-Gorski Kotar and Zagreb Counties (Table 3) also have low rates. On the other 

hand, some of the regions marked by emigration have recorded above-average fertility 

�����
 ���*����+� 
 7��6�	�-Zagorje). Therefore, it can be stated that current internal 

migration does not have an essential impact on the fertility rates of the overall 

population, at least not at the county level. 

All Croatian counties have population reproduction indicators that are below the 

values necessary for simple renewal. Accordingly, their common feature is reproductive 

depopulation (Table 3). This means that in the future the regional demographic picture 

of Croatia will largely be determined by certain current (and future) levels of 

reproductive depopulation (Wertheimer-E������
"##' 
"##H%& 

 

Table 3: General Fertility Rate (Women – GFR) and Total Fertility Rate (TFR') by county in 

1990; Natural Increase Rate by county in 1998 and 1999.* 

 

COUNTY Natural Increase Rate 

 

GFR TFR’ 

1998 1999 

 1 2 3 4 
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CITY OF ZAGREB 41.8 1.46 -0.65 -0.79 

BJELOVAR-BILOGORA 48.7 1.71 -4.53 -4.97 

BROD-POSAVINA 59.3 2.08 1.83 0.11 

DUBROVNIK-NERETVA 54.4 1.90 2.26 1.35 

ISTRIA 48.1 1.69 -2.42 -2.72 

KARLOVAC 44.8 1.57 -6.96 -6.50 

KOPRIVNICA-78�!EVCI 48.2 1.69 -3.75 -4.46 

KRAPINA-ZAGORJE 52.0 1.81 -4.17 -4.78 

LIKA-SENJ 47.6 1.67 -7.38 -7.78 

����:8� 52.9 1.86 -0.34 0.12 

OSIJEK-BARANJA 48.7 1.71 -1.71 -1.81 

;<!��-SLAVONIA 55.2 1.94 -0.01 -0.38 

PRIMORJE-GORSKI KOTAR 42.6 1.48 -3.29 -3.68 

SISAK-MOSLAVINA 47.6 1.67 -2.32 -3.49 

SPLIT-DALMATIA 52.3 1.84 1.98 2.09 

ŠIBENIK-KNIN 47.4 1.65 -1.72 -2.37 

9�8�!��� 50.0 1.75 -2.79 -2.52 

VIROVITICA-PODRAVINA 50.5 1.77 -2.44 -3.30 

VUKOVAR-SRIJEM 55.4 1.94 0.88 -0.19 

ZADAR 52.1 1.81 1.22 1.20 

ZAGREB 44.0 1.55 -0.97 -1.69 

CROATIA 58.9 1.69 -1.23 -1.58 

 

* Population encompassed according to the usual residence principle; the number of residents in the 

middle of given years (the base for calculating the rate) has been estimated. 
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Bureau of Statistics. 

 

 The 1980s brought the territorial expansion of natural (biological) depopulation, 

i.e. an excess of deaths over live births. Eight counties were involved; most intensely in 

Bjelovar-Bilogora and Lika-Senj Counties. The 1990s saw a continuation of the 

territorial expansion of natural (biological) depopulation. The data for 1998 and 1999 

show that disadvantageous natural trends beset 17 counties; most intensely in Lika-Senj, 

Bjelovar-Bilogora, Krapina-Zagorje, Koprivnici-7������� 
 ���&
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Zagreb and Zagreb County, which account for Croatia’s most populous region (as well 
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as the region with the highest immigration), have also recorded negative natural 

changes. 

From the standpoint of “usual residence,” analyses have shown that larger cities 

are not suitable for optimum reproduction levels. Under the circumstances of the 

demographic weakening of villages, the populations of smaller towns are practically the 

most vital agents of reproduction, and they have among the best other demographic 

��������
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It can be concluded that in Croatia, the process of territorial homogenization on 

the low fertility level is marked. The acceptance of low birth standards is the reality in 

all Croatian regions (counties). The data considered here show that population 

reproduction is below the levels that pervade in developed modern society. 

Reproductive and generational depopulation are in force in Croatia. 

 

Migration Balance 

 

Analysis by counties shows divisions of Croatian territory in terms of net 

migration and the type of general population movement. During the 1981-1991 inter-

census period, ten counties recorded a positive migration balance, while eleven recorded 

a negative balance (Table 4). Counties with the largest positive migration balance are 

generally those whose seat is also a regional center, which also means a strong 

immigration center (Zagreb, Split, Rijeka, Zadar and others). As many as six counties 

fall within the type of general population transition characterized by a demographic 

aging trend (type E4). These six counties are: Lika-Senj, Virovitica-Podravina, 

Krapina-Zagorje, Koprivnica-7������� 
 A���5-Moslavina and Bjelovar-Bilogora. In 

contrast to these, the territory of the City of Zagreb is the highest immigration zone in 

Croatia (type I1). 

 

Table 4: Net migration balance by county in the 1981-1991 period (vital-statistics method) and 

the type of general population trends 

 

COUNTY Net migration balance Type* 

 1 2 

CITY OF ZAGREB 30 912 I1 
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BJELOVAR-BILOGORA -233 E4 

BROD-POSAVINA 610 E1 

DUBROVNIK-NERETVA 6 073 I1 

ISTRIA 10 122 I1 

KARLOVAC 933 14 

KOPRIVNICA-78�!9,� -176 E4 

KRAPINA-ZAGORJE -1 062 E4 

LIKA-SENJ -2 276 E4 

����:8� -640 E1 

OSIJEK-BARANJA 2 731 I1 

;<!��-SLAVONIA -560 E1 

PRIMORJE-GORSKI KOTAR 12 165 I1 

SISAK-MOSLAVINA -1 686 E4 

SPLIT-DALMATIA 12 572 I1 

ŠIBENIK-KNIN -2 298 E1 

9�8�!��� -1 977 E1 

VIROVITICA-PODRAVINA -606 E4 

VUKOVAR-SRIJEM -2 148 E1 

ZADAR 10 213 I1 

ZAGREB 24 342 I1 

TOTAL REPUBLIC OF CROATIA 97 011 I1 

 

* The type of general population trends is based on the ratio between natural and census-determined 
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Source: Calculated by the authors on the basis of data from the Croatian Central Bureau of Statistics. 

 

Composition by Age and Population Aging 

 

Croatia’s population is marked by very accelerated aging and a very high degree 

of old age. In 1991, the share of young people (aged 0 to 19) was 26.2 percent, while 

that of the elderly (aged 60 and over) was 17.5 percent. The age index (60+/0-19) was 

0.67, which means that the overall population was marked by deep demographic aging. 

An essential territorial feature of the age structure and population aging is the relative 

uniformity at the county level. As many as 18 of the 21 counties are marked by deep 
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demographic aging. The aged population and continuing aging are characteristics of all 

Croatian counties, while the least promising age structure (pursuant to other 

demographic territorial-differential features) can be found in: Lika-Senj (age index 

1.10), Karlovac (0.97), Bjelovar-Bilogora (0.94), Koprivnica-7�������
 �I&3.% 
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On Certain Consequences of Unequal Settlement Patterns 

 

The basic negative consequences of concentrated urbanization, and this also 

implies unequal population distribution, can be seen in: a) unequal regional 

development, b) maintenance and exacerbation of the inequalities between villages and 

cities, and between central and peripheral zones, c) an unequally developed settlement 

network, d) social segregation (inequalities between social groups in the territorial 

sense, but also among settlements and within large cities), e) different opportunities for 

populations depending on place of residence, f) a decline in the quality of urban life in 
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 The characteristics of unequal population distribution show that this 

phenomenon has passed the threshold from a consequence to a factor of socio-

economic development. In sparsely populated, markedly depopulated areas, a small 

number of inhabitants remain with a poorer biological and educational structure, and 

this becomes a limiting factor for further development. Such regions are increasingly 

stagnating. This is no longer solely a consequence of inappropriate social care, but also 

of an objective shortcoming of these largely less well-developed regions. Following the 

unwavering causality of general developmental and demographic processes, the 

negative consequences are multiplying, and this reduces the prospects for reviving 

“depressed” regions and brings into question the general balance and stable 

development of Croatia. 

 In regions with sparse populations and constant depopulation, significant 

physiognomic (landscape) alterations occur. A sort of depopulation landscape is created 
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A Possible Approach to Overcome General and Populational Territorial Imbalances 
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 First it should be emphasized that the role of planning (general territorial, 

regional, urban) in the redistribution of the population is not negligible. Variations and 

inequalities never correct themselves; their correction has to be planned. A democratic 

society (meaning also the balanced distribution of power), territorial planning and an 

uniformly developed territory go together hand in hand. 

An orientation toward endogenous or “inward” development, local initiatives 

and autochthonous development factors could be a solution to the situation in which 

Croatia has found itself. In the course of such a “bottom-up approach” to regional 

developmental problems, it is necessary to take into consideration all local specific 

features, problems and perspectives; this would thereby achieve territorially 
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A very unpromising demographic situation imposes the need for a planned and 

functional spatial redistribution of the population. Migration thereby plays an essential 

role in the regional redistribution of the population and the process of more balanced 

economic development. In Croatia’s case, this role generally pertains to: the 

disburdening of large urban agglomerations (city-to-village migration), the maintenance 

of populations within regional frameworks and the daily circulation of the working 

population. Changes in the territorial distribution of jobs, particularly new activities, 

may be the most effective path to altering the migration formula. The State must 

subsidize the establishment of companies for which it is known in advance that, at least 

upon the commencement of operations, they cannot be profitable. Only one condition 

should be placed on such aid: that the companies must be located in undeveloped 

(sparsely populated, emigration) regions, and their activity has to spark the economic 

life of these regions. It should be considered “normal” (even though it is a market 

economy) that the risks—to which production is subject in undeveloped regions—be 

borne by the State, because this is a generally public interest. The revival of peripheral 

zones and sectors of society with peripheral socio-economic features cannot be within 

the realm of private investment in and of itself. This is a task of local social agents as 

well as those on the national, state level (Lay 1998). 

Changes in the spatial distribution of the population, conditioned by changes in 

the global concept from rural/agrarian to urban/industrial, were obviously unavoidable. 

However, attempts should be made to ensure that large tracts of land do not become 

deserted and almost unused. To achieve this, it is necessary to secure the existence of an 

appropriate number of regional and sub-regional centers, and then a network of 
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settlements in which small and medium-size towns will be present, which means that a 

decentralized (dispersive) type of urbanization emerges within reasonable limits. This 

means that the growth of the largest cities should be slowed down, while the growth of 

smaller regional centers should be encouraged in the interests of overall progress. The 

populations of these smaller towns, as mentioned above, are practically the primary 

agents of demographic renewal; large cities are not suitable for this, while villages do 

not have the strength to resume their former leading role. A thinning of the settlement 

structure has necessarily occurred in rural areas, and many settlements can no longer be 

“saved.” Therefore it is vital to recognize the potential of medium-size settlements and 

encourage their development. In this manner, at least the populations in them would be 
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Šterc 1992). 

In addition to the direct encouragement of investment in regions experiencing 

developmental stagnation, a more balanced distribution of the population may also be 

attained through the construction of transit routes which link rural areas with urban 

centers. Similar effects would be attained by means of housing construction oriented 

toward smaller settlements near and even at greater distances from larger cities. 

For the needs of redistributive population policies, i.e. the implementation of 

specific measures, the country’s territory should be divided (categorized). When we 

speak of rural regions, and this encompasses practically everything outside of cities or 

at least outside of uninterrupted rural-urban zones, then for Croatia it would be 

interesting to apply the tripartite typology of rural regions: 1) rural regions next to urban 

centers and zones, which are under great pressure from cities, in which many vacation 

homes (‘second homes’), dense road networks, dislocated industrial plants and bedroom 

communities can be found, and where the natural environment is the most threatened; 

these include the belts around Zagreb and the larger cities of northern Croatia and those 

along the continuous rural-urban belt along the Adriatic coast, 2) rural regions outside 

of the range of urban pressure, where there is much less non-agricultural work and the 

urban infrastructure is less developed; such regions include large sections of central 

Slavonia, Moslavina, the Dalmatian hinterland and other areas; and 3) marginal rural 

regions which were left out of the economic diversification process and which are 

therefore stagnating and becoming depopulated (highland-mountain zones, certain 

islands, parts of central Istria) (Puljiz 1993). 
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 In the shortest response to the question of what is to be done, it could be stated 

that faster overall economic development is vital. A richer and better developed society 

can allocate greater funds for demographic renewal, while poorer societies are left with 

resolutions and programs on paper. Faster overall development is a key prerequisite to 

halt immigration, which is still a devastating factor in overall demographic conditions 
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developed Croatia would attract a part of the country’s diaspora, as well as foreigners. 

This would alleviate unfavorable demographic trends to a certain extent. 
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Conclusion 

 

 A considerable differentiation of Croatian territory, as well as clear divisions, 

have been established in the essential features of its demographic development. Data 

show that the demographic situation is very unpromising. Entire regions have a low 

population density and are beset by depopulation; villages are deserted, while people are 

concentrated around a small number of central settlements. In addition, general trends 

are unfavorable as well. Densely populated and over-populated regions are recording 

continued population growth, while sparsely populated regions are subject to constant 

depopulation. In regions greatly effected by population aging, and this includes 

Croatia’s entire rural zone, economic activity is declining, social and cultural life is 

dwindling, and optimism and the entrepreneurial spirit are fading. 

Therefore, in the interests of overall progress, more balanced regional 

development and population distribution are necessary. Above all, this implies: a) a 

situation in which the population as a whole will be offered the healthiest possible 

environment, without the negative environmental consequences brought by an excessive 

concentration of people in a given region, or accelerated depopulation in another, b) 

development and distribution that will offer the population approximately similar living 

standards (personal, cultural, health-care, etc.) and in which opportunities will not 

depend on place of residence, c) a distribution that will facilitate the utilization of the 

country’s entire territory and all available natural and human resources. 
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