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Abstract: The Iron Gates on the Danube is the longest gorge in Europe. As such, it
is primarily known by its natural beauty and scenery. Its size and special natural conditions
have also influenced the creation and preservation of interesting places of cultural heritage
and folk tradition and culture. The isolation of the Iron Gates as a difficult-to-access gorge
divided between two countries — Romania and Serbia — has hindered the development and
promotion of this region for many years, causing further extreme depopulation. However, in
the last 15 years, better cooperation between the two countries and growing tourism along
the Danube as an international river have increasingly revealed the cultural heritage of the
gorge to foreign tourists. Spatial and urban planning in the Serbian part of the Iron Gates
have significantly contributed to individual places of cultural heritage becoming destinations
within this tourist region. This paper presents the positive and negative experience of
planning in order to promote the given cultural heritage in this still depopulated region.
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Introduction

The Iron Gates (Serb. hepdan/Perdap) are the longest gorge on the Danube, which
is also the longest river in the western half of Europe, i.e., outside Russia. Therefore, this
gorge represents a unique region with many peculiarities. First, the gorge is primarily
known by its natural beauty and scenery (figure 1).

Figure 1. The narrowest part of the Iron Gates — Veliki Kazan narrow —is a place of
magnificent scenery (author: B. Antonic)
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The size and physical remoteness of the gorge has formed special conditions that
have also influenced the creation and preservation of interesting places of cultural heritage
and folk tradition and culture. In addition, the gorge was isolated as a borderland region,
divided between Romania (northern side) and Serbia (southern side), for decades, with
many negative socio-economic consequences (Babat & Pavel, 2022). Hence, this
challenging situation has hindered the recent development of the whole region and the
sustainable promotion and use of its rich heritage, further causing extreme depopulation
on both sides (Antonic¢ et al., 2019).

However, in the last 15 years, better cooperation between the two countries and
growing tourism along the Danube have increasingly revealed the cultural heritage of the
gorge to foreign tourists. Spatial and urban planning in the Serbian part of the Iron Gates
have significantly contributed to individual places of -cultural heritage becoming
destinations within this tourist region. This paper presents the positive and negative
experience of territorial planning in order to promote the given cultural heritage in this still
depopulated region. In this way, the aim of the paper is to contribute to the growing
number of researches which examine the role and possibilities of cultural heritage in space
with long-term depopulation and shrinkage patterns.

Methodology

This paper is shaped as a contextual analysis, as the complex natural and socio-
economical context of the Serbian region of the Iron Gates on the Danube is less known
internationally. Knowing that the main purpose of a contextual analysis as a research
method is to analyse complex issues in order to better understand it, this paper is
organised into several steps to achieve this. First, it begins with the theory that links the
role and possibilities of cultural heritage in space with long-term depopulation and spatial
and urban shrinkage. Then, it explains the selected context of the Iron Gates, with a focus
on territorial planning in depopulating conditions. The main step is an inner analysis, which
bridges two previous steps by elaborating positive and negative experience of territorial
planning in order to promote the given cultural heritage through tourism in the Iron Gates.
Finally, the last step is to give recommendations for the future territorial planning in
concluding remarks, both targeting local and international levels, i.e., those
recommendations that can be easily implemented for the Iron Gates region and similar
depopulating global regions with rich cultural heritage and limited other resources.

A research unit in this scientific work is a characteristic regional context — the
Serbian part of the Iron Gates Region. The Iron Gates (Serb. hepdarn/Derdap) are really a
unique place in Europe. Its inner part — the gorge — is the longest one (130 km) in Europe
and on the Danube, the second longest river of the continent and, as crossing 10
European countries, the most international river worldwide. However, the cultural and
socio-economic influences of the gorge goes beyond its physical prominence; hence, the
Iron Gates Region is significantly larger than the gorge itself (figure 2). As it was
aforementioned, the gorge is politically divided between Romania and Serbia, where the
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Danube is a border. Its left/northern side is Romanian, while the right/southern side is
Serbian.

Concerning the aforementioned contextual analysis, used research techniques
combine on-desk and on-site research. The on-desk research pertains to (a) the review of
relevant literature regarding small shrinking regions with cultural and tourist potential and
(b) the analysis of the recent demographic statistics to quantitatively confirm that the Iron
Gates Region belongs to this profile. The on-site research is more qualitative as it is based
on seven-year experience working with local experts, representatives and citizens from the
Iron Gates through fieldwork. Their key observations about local prospects and challenges
in regional and urban development from joint workshops and side-talks are scrutinised into
the core of this analysis.

Literature review: Cultural heritage in depopulated places

The role and potential of cultural heritage in the space and regions with noticeable
or extreme depopulation patterns is still an understudied topic. However, the role of
cultural heritage is equally important in shrinking regions and settlements as in growing
ones (Evans, 2011). In addition, its role in shrinking regions and settlements is different,
too; the sustainable (re)use and promotion of cultural heritage within regional and urban
renewal had to make a “positive image” in this case. The worst scenario in this process is
to leave cultural heritage without proper function and users (Kaufman, 2011). Finally, in
many small communities with extreme shrinking patterns, the proper use of heritage (both
cultural and natural) is to see the critical element for their economic survival, as traditional
economic sectors (agriculture, forestry, etc.) are not attractive enough for younger
generations (Signes-Pont et al., 2022).

As shrinking and depopulation regions and settlements usually have limited local
capacities (financial, organisational, professional, etc.), a strategic approach in the
sustainable (re)use and promotion of cultural heritage is an imperative (Evans, 2011),
(Fernandez Agueda, 2014). It is important to make priorities in the process of the (re)use
and promotion, as the first examples of revitalised cultural heritage can be utilised as new
‘magnets” for wider urban and regional renewal in the second step. The limited local
capacities sometimes require tough decisions in regional and urban planning and urban
design. K. Straufl (Straul, 2012) states that it cannot be expected that all historical
buildings will be preserved in shrinking historic settlements. In eastern part of Germany,
such interventions pertain to multiple choices, including full regeneration to complete
demolition (Knippschild & Zodlliter, 2021). These complex decisions do not exclude
intangible cultural heritage, as its decline is also related to depopulation (CUP, 2023).

However, the precondition for triggering local development through cultural heritage
is usually related to tangible -cultural heritage, where its physical component
(“appearance”) is of great importance. Laursen (Laursen, 2009) insists that the positive
interpretation of physical interventions in a shrinking environment is critical for their
success. Wassenberg et al. (Wassenberg et al., 2007) expand this statement by implying
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that there are the multiple impacts of renewed built ambience, where it is not important just
to (1) upgrade the physical quality of buildings and open space, but also to (2) visually
improve the whole ambience, representing a clear sign that its development is moving in
the right direction, and to (3) indirectly enhance local socio-economic prospects through
previously explained elements. Finally, such physical interventions on tangible cultural
heritage can not be without its function renewal, with their adaptation, modernisation
and/or reuse (Ryan, 2012).

The usual aim of the sustainable use of cultural heritage in shrinking and
depopulating regions and places is to develop cultural tourism based on it. International
literature shows that both external and internal factors can be utilised in these attempts.
External factors can make a significant contribution in these regions and places by
intervening in the form of “flagship” projects. Their spatial results are mainly renewed or
new buildings and complexes related with the facilities of tertiary and quaternary economic
sectors, typical for the post-industrial development, where tourism, culture and close
sectors (creativity, retail, business, services) are in focus (Smyth, 2005). The main goal of
such projects is the promotion and branding of a place (Zenker & Beckmann, 2013). This
can be achieved quite quickly. Nevertheless, community-based cultural tourism is better to
address the long-term recovery of depopulated places (Caceres-Feria et al., 2021). Finally,
the development of tourism had to be fully controlled as mass and over-tourism can be
equally challenging for small shrinking regions and settlements as vulnerable places with
limited local resources (Hospers, 2019). This can become even a problem at local level, as
citizens start to refuse the further tourist development (Peeters et al, 2018).

Context: Iron Gates Region

The Iron Gates Region (Figure 2) is a very unique place in Europe due to specific
natural and cultural conditions.
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Figure 2. The position of the Iron Gates in Serbia and their main locations (author: B.
Antoni¢).
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The gorge is not geomorphologically monolithic, too; there are four inner narrows
and three valleys between them. The most extreme narrow is 180-m wide Veliki Kazan
(Eng. Great Cauldron) in the central section of the Iron Gates (figure 1), where the deepest
point (82 m) of any European river can be found (Stankovi¢, 2002). There extraordinary
figures for the Iron Gates are followed with many other natural peculiarities, which was
decisive to proclaim the Serbian part of the gorge as a national park in 1974. The
remoteness of the gorge and its micro-climate significantly contribute to this, including
specific flora and fauna, rich biodiversity and many endemic species (Maran Stevanovic,
2017). Then, the geomorphological characteristics make the gorge unique, with the variety
of the tectonic structures. For example, the largest natural stone bridge in Europe is
situated in the eastern edge of the Iron Gates Region (Gavrilovi¢, 2024).

The cultural heritage of the Iron Gates is equally unique due to historical and
physical circumstances. One of the first permanent prehistoric settlements in European
inland — Lepenski Vir — is discovered in the gorge (Pavlovi¢, 2017). Today, this is one of
the gorge museums and the most attractive locations (figure 3). The name of the gorge —
the Iron Gates — is derived from two fortresses at its ends, which were the “gates” to
control this waterway. Golubac Fortress (figure 4) is on the western entrance of the gorge,
while Fetislam Fortress in on its eastern entrance. In addition, there are three monasteries
in the gorge’s hinterlands, as well as several preserved and protected examples of rural
and ethnic-heritage. The last albeit huge and most visible human-made “heritage” is the
largest hydro-plant in Europe excluding Russia — the Iron Gates | — close to the eastern
entrance of the gorge. The dam project has formed a spacious artificial lake with the same
name, which flooded dozens of settlements in the 1970s. New settlements are unique
example of modernist socialist urbanism and architecture in a small format (Antonic,
2021).
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Figure 3. Lepenski Vir archaeological site and museum (author: B. Antoni¢).
Figure 4. Recently reconstructed Golubac Fortress (author: B. Antonic).

The long-term political division of the Iron Gates just severed its natural
remoteness, further causing weak local economy and rampant depopulation since World
War Il. In the case of the Serbian side, all four municipalities located in the gorge have
witnessed significant population loss since the fall of socialism in 1991 (table 1). Similar
situations can be noticed for several small towns situated on the Danube banks in the
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gorge. They were among the most depopulating urban settlements in Serbia during the
post-socialist period, while Brza Palanka was infamous as the most shrinking urban
settlement in Serbia for the last intercensal period 2011-2022 (Antoni¢, 2024).

Table 1. Demographic trends in Serbian municipalities in the Iron Gates Region 1948-2022.
Source: (SORS, 2024), (SORS, 2023).

Municipality Population census Trends
1948 | 1961 | 1971 | 1981 | 1991 | 2002 | 2011 | 2022 | 1991-2022

Golubac | 14,844 | 15,320 | 14,178 | 13,541 | 12,513 | 9,913 | 8,331 | 6,599 -47.2%

Majdanpek | 19,610 | 23,022 | 26,120 | 26,628 | 27,378 | 23,703 | 18,686 | 14,559 -46.7%

Kladovo | 26,161 | 28,217 | 33,173 | 33,376 | 31,881 | 23,613 | 20,635 | 17,435 -45.3%

Negotin 63,447 | 65,409 | 63,706 | 63,973 | 59,559 | 43,418 | 37,056 | 28,261 -52.5%

The recent development of cultural tourism on the Danube has been a new driving
force for local economic recovery in the gorge. As the demographic data for 2022 shows in
Table 1, this is still unnoticeable in the latest population trends. However, Golubac and
Donji Milanovac as two “most touristic settlements” have slowed their demographic decline
during the period 2011-2022 (Antonic, 2024), which is perhaps the very first signal for the
positive effect of (cultural) tourism on the desired repopulation of the Iron Gates Region.

Experience from on-site research

Literature review indicates many important points which should be taken into
account to develop cultural tourism in depopulating regions and places. In the case of the
Serbian part of the Iron Gates Region, local experience can be scrutinised in several
important points.

It is already mentioned that depopulating regions and places usually face the other
constraints (aside of depopulation) and limited local capacities. Therefore, a TOP-DOWN
APPROACH in local development seems to be necessary in this case, at least in the first
phase. For example, the representatives of local tourist offices and other public services in
the Iron Gates municipalities agree that the recovery of (cultural) tourism in the gorge,
which started a decade ago, was initiated by flagship projects, support from upper levels:
national (Serbian government) and international (the EU and Turkish national funds).
These flagships include new cultural sites: the reconstruction of two fortresses (Golubac
and Fetislam in Kladovo) with new visitor centres, two new museums in Donji Milanovac
(the nature of the gorge) and in Lepenski Vir (for the prehistoric archaeological site).
Interestingly, Tumane Monastery near Golubac has also recently become a major
pilgrimage site, which has fueled religious and cultural tourism.

The recent development of local tourism underpins that these huge investments in
flagship projects has made a positive impact on the whole Iron Gates. In general,
municipal level and local private sectors have understood the benefits of cultural tourism
and have become more active. For example, Golubac Municipality is in process of
establishing a municipal museum, while Majdanpek Municipality has recently invested in
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the renewal of the centre of Donji Milanovac with a new pedestrian zone. Private sector
has also reacted to this new local “energy”. For instance, the number of beds in the tourist
sector in Golubac Town has increased more than tenfold in the last ten years (from 50 to
600+), whereas the number of restaurants has had similar patterns — from three to seven
in the same period. Kladovo has got one four-state hotel, which is a “backbone” in the
tourist offer of the whole region today. There are also many “grassroots” in local cultural
tourism, such as boat and walking guides or the destileries of traditional brandy
beverages.

The linear character of the Iron Gates as a river gorge was ideal in the initial phase
of regional tourist recovery, as activated new and renewed tourist locations are
approximately 20 km from each other. The linear character perfectly concurs in easily
creating a clear cultural route, where many small locations make together a complete
tourist product (Meyer, 2004). This situation also enabled the explained process of
prioritisation, i.e., a focus to develop the main locations in the initial phase. This rational
approach was successfully implemented in the initial phase, i.e., before 2020. Since then,
positive and negative tendencies have been observed. The linear development along the
Danube riverbanks has been continued through small-scale private investments, such as
restaurants, cafes, cottages, etc. They include both the restoration of already existing
buildings and the construction of new ones. There is an interesting fact related to this
region, which traditionally have many immigrants in Western and Central Europe (a.k.a.
Gastarbeiter), as some of them have returned home and rationally remodelled their
unnecessary spacious houses into new tourist guesthouses for local and foreign tourists.

However, it seems that this vigour is not present in the Iron Gates mountainous
hinterlands, where many villages are facing complete depopulation. Similarly, more remote
settlements along the Danube, such Tekija (figure 5) and Dobra, still facing low-budget
and highly seasonal tourism. The previous issue is particularly visible by comparing it with
a positive case of Tumane Monastery in Golubac hinterlands, i.e., 10 km south from the
town and the Danube. The monastery has become a major pilgrimage site for Orthodox
Christians in last five years, so it has risen as an important “tourist hotspot” in the western
Iron Gates. As accommodation in Golubac Town has become relatively expensive for
pilgrims as financially sensitive visitors of this area, nearby villages in Golubac hinterlands
have taken them with inexpensive rooms and guesthouses. Similarly, two restaurants, as
well as road shops with specific offer for pilgrims have emerged to service this growing
and already numerous tourist group.

Another problem is the restoration and reuse of large socialist buildings and
complexes in all municipalities. Again, local representatives emphasise the negative
examples of their fast privatisation in the early stage of the post-socialist transition (1990s-
2000s). Nowadays, many socialist hotels, which are still nice buildings from the 1970s-
1980s, further located in the centres of the towns (figure 6), are still underused or used for
low-budget mass tourism, such as school excursions or the trips of pensioners. Then, all
towns in the Iron Gates Region have industrial complexes from socialist era, usually
located next to the riverbank. Most of them lost their function in the east stage of the post-
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socialist transition. However, their reuse of, at least, the reuse of their valuable land is still
in a “vacuum” in many cases.

Figure 5. Tekija in late May 2024: the town is “sleepy” out of the main/summer season
(author: B. Antonic);
Figure 6. “Lepenski vir” Hotel in Donji Milanovac — the hotel from the late socialism is still

underused despite the town has been in revitalisation last years (author: B. Antoni¢).

Another problem is the promotion of intangible cultural heritage, such as local
tradition, customs and specific skills. Local associations suffer from the previous “brain
drain”. The generation in their forties and early fifties, which should be the backbone of this
type of local economy, emigrated 20 years ago from the Iron Gates, so this important “link”
is missing. Therefore, local skills and products are not promoted in adequate ways. For
instance, the association of Golubac women to revive traditional handcrafts is much less
successful in promoting and selling its products than the souvenir shops that sell products
“from outside”. The producers of local food and drinks are a bit better. Honey from the Iron
Gates is protected by geographical origin. Local white fish soup and grilled cheese can be
ordered in local restaurants, but they are still without an official protection.

Considering all previous data and trends, local cultural tourism in the Iron Gates
Region is much forward than the state it was just 10 years ago. Nevertheless, it is still too
much oriented to several main tourist sites as attractions, so the wider community does not
have benefits from its rapid development. The quality is behind quantity in local tourism.
Thus, tourists tend to stay shorter, usually a few days. As a result, unqualified and low-
wage jobs dominate the local tourism labour market. This state is therefore unfriendly for
educated and high-skilled workers targeting post-industrial economic sectors (creativity,
retail, business, tourism, services), so local “brain drain” is still very much present.

Conclusions

Concluding recommendations are shaped to address both international and local
relevance. Thus, they are focused to answer two questions; (a) What can be done to fuel
the future development of qualitative cultural tourism in the Iron Gates Region in Serbia as
a severely depopulated area to stop or, at least, slow depopulation by reviving its socio-
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economic prospects? (b) In addition, which positive and negative experience from the Iron
Gates can be used for its future development, as well as for the other world regions with
similar challenges?

First, the regions with severe depopulation and accompanied constraints, such as
limited local resources, need long-term top-down support. However, after the first stage,
based on implementing flagship projects as a well-known approach, this top-down
involvement had to be “smarter”, by building local human and organisational capacities for
the economic sectors of the 215t century. Apart from tourism, they are creative industries,
services, retail, logistics, technology-driven economy, etc. A return to the previously
important sectors which require a lot of working force, such as light industry or extensive
agriculture, are not an option due to the above explained demographic constraints today.

Second, the issue of “outsourced” educated and high-skilled jobs had to be
minimised by properly “nurturing” local capacities in both public and private sector through
special funds, programmes and cooperation networks. This can be even developed in the
opposite way, by creating conditions for educated and high-skilled professionals. Cultural
tourism can be an unorthodox “cornerstone” to support these intentions by attracting digital
nomads who can spend days or weeks in their journeys and indirectly captivate more
international attention to the host region or place. This leads to another important element
— technologies and ICT-driven development — where local level (municipalities) had to form
an environment for this very lucrative albeit picky group of tourists, such as coworking
places, media libraries, hotspots in open public space, etc.

Taking in account the importance of intangible cultural heritage as a driver for
modern cultural tourism, creative industries are also significant. They have a much bigger
role than in other places, where tourism has a negligible position. The types of cultural
industries are especially welcomed in these constellations — those ones based on local
handcrafts, gastronomy or the promotion and branding of local products, skills and
customs. In line with this, all municipalities should put in local agenda to form and equip a
concrete space in their territory, preferably in their administrative seats-towns, to house
creative-digital hubs or startups for both local and traveller young professionals.

A special task in the linear tourist regions such as the Iron Gates is to expand tourist
flow in transverse directions, from the main linear route (e.g. the Danube) to spatial
peripheries (e.g., mountainous hinterlands). This is not related to new/renewed facilities
and attractions in peripheral parts, but also the make better connections and thematic
clusters. This is just another argument to underline those local strategies in (cultural)
tourism had to be interlinked with territorial planning and development.
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KYNTYPHA BAWTUHA KAO OCHOBA MINNAHUPAIA TYPU3MA Y
NnoaAPYYJUMA CA OENMONYNAUUJOM: CNTYHAJ CPMNCKOI HEPOATMNA

Pe3ume: hepdaricka Knucypa Ha [yHasy je HajOyxa knucypa y Eeponu. Kao maksa,
OHa je rnpeeHCMB8eHO no3Hama Mo fnpupoOHoj 1ernomu U cuyeHu4YHocmu. HbeHa senuvuHa u
rnocebHocm npupodHux ycrnosa ymuuanu cy makohe da ce my makohe cmeope u o4vysajy
3aHuMIbuga mMecma KynmypHe bawmuHe u HapodHe mpaduyuje u Kynmype. MzonoeaHocm
‘hepdana ka0 mewko npucmyrna4dHe Knucype rodesbeHe usmehy dee dpxaee — PymyHuje u
Cpbuje — je dyso eoduHa omemarna pa3eof U npomouujy damoe nodpydyja, y3pOKyjyhu
dodamHo u eenuky Oernonynauyujy. Mefymum, y nocnedmux 15-ak 20d0uHa ca 60/b0oM
capalmomMm 0ge dpxaese U ca cee jayum mypusmom Oyx [yHaea kao meljyHapoOHe peke u
KynmypHa 6awmuHa Pbepdarna ce cee suwe omkpusa cmpaHuM mypucmuma. [IpocmopHo
u ypbaHucmu4yko rnnaHuparme y cprickom Oesnly bepdana cy y mMHozome donpuHenu 0a
rnojeGuHay4yHa mecma KynamypHe bawmuHe nocmaxy odpeduwima y OK8upy 08e mypucmu4ke
peeuje. Y osom pady cy rpukazaHa ro3umueHa U Hez2amueHa UCKycmea rfiaHupara y
uusrby npomouyuje Game KysmypHe bawmuHe y 08oM U darbe denorynayuoHOM rnoopyyjy.

KmbyyHne peyu: KynmypHa 6awmuHa;, bepdan; KynmypHU mypusam; rnpocmopHO
nnaHupare; mypucmudko odpeduwme
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