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Abstract

This paper aims to show why sustainable urban development cannot be achieved without simultaneously linking financial mechanisms,

innovation processes and active community involvement. Through field research in several Croatian cities — including Zagreb, Split,

Rijeka, Osijek and Zadar — the opinions, attitudes and experiences of a total of 800 respondents from the public, private and civil

sectors were collected. The results clearly confirm that the greatest progress in quality of life, infrastructure resilience and economic

vitality is achieved only when all three pillars are synchronized:

*  Finance (provided through city budgets, green bonds and public-private partnerships) offers long-term investment stability.

* Innovation (ranging from digital platforms to circular business models) enables more efficient use of resources and faster
adaptation to change.

e The community (through the actions of local committees, associations and participatory budgeting) ensures legitimacy, local
knowledge and social cohesion.

Respondents consistently emphasized that projects that fail to include at least one of these elements encounter greater administrative
hurdles, lower citizen engagement, and lower long-term profitability. On the other hand, examples where financial incentives
supported technological innovation, and decisions were made in open dialogue with residents, proved to be the most successful in
achieving environmental goals, creating new jobs, and strengthening social resilience.

The paper therefore concludes that the “synergistic triangle” — finance + innovation + community — is a fundamental prerequisite
for sustainable and resilient cities.

It proposes a framework of steps that local authorities and partners can follow
(1) Diversify sources of capital through green financial instruments,

(2) Embed innovation in every infrastructure and social project, and

(3) Institutionalize mechanisms for ongoing citizen participation.

The paper thus offers a practical roadmap for Croatian, but also other European cities, seeking to balance economic growth,
technological progress, and social inclusion on the path to a sustainable future.
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