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Through an open call, launched in December 2017, TEH invited upcoming initiatives to 
apply from Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Greece, Kosovo, Macedonia, 
Montenegro, Romania, Serbia, Slovenia & Turkey.

1. The TEH Startup Support 
Programme: why and how  

Trans Europe Halles is a network of more 
than 100 cultural centres – initiated by 
citizens and artists who have revitalised 
post-industrial buildings for arts, culture and 
activism across Europe. We started our work 
in 1983 in Western Europe and we’re now 
supporting creative and cultural spaces in 
the Balkans, Eastern Partnership (Armenia, 
Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, Moldova, 
Ukraine) and Southern Mediterranean 
countries too. That’s why we’ve kickstarted 
the Startup Support Programme – offering 
access to all the knowledge, the experience 
and the skills that we’ve gained in Europe 
over the past 36 years.
 
Why now? From 2017-2020, we’re running a 
wide range of activities under the strapline 
Factories of Imagination: Investing in 
Cultural Changemakers. This project is 
motivated by an urgent concern: In many 
European countries, non-governmental 
cultural centres are under-resourced and 
don’t have the funds in place to support 
the professional development of their staff. 
These issues are preventing them from fully 
achieving their potential. This is especially 
true in regions and countries where neither 

civil society nor critical artistic production 
is encouraged – and indeed is sometimes 
actively discouraged – by public authorities. 

This is particularly true in the Balkans, 
which was the focus of the first year of our 
Startup Support Programme. It’s a region 
of faltering economies, hostile leaders, high 
unemployment rates and massive brain-
drains – but it’s also a place of upcoming 
communities of defiant young artists and 
activists who are determined to reclaim 
the vacant buildings and neglected public 
spaces in their cities. 

Their ambitions dovetail with TEH’s core 
values: to revitalise spaces that have 
the potential to become exciting social 
and artistic hubs. They are drawing 
on the energy of civil society in places 
where unsympathetic public authorities, 
irresponsible capitalism and social 
conservatism are conspiring to create an 
atmosphere of stagnation. At the same 
time, they have a strong understanding of 
their responsibility to mobilise the power 
of arts and culture for the public good and 
conscious urban transformation. 
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Trans Europe Halles is a network of cultural 
centres initiated by citizens and artists. Our 
mission is to strengthen the sustainable 
development of non-governmental 
cultural centres and encourage new 
initiatives by connecting, supporting and 
promoting them. We facilitate international 
cooperation, provide opportunities for 
learning and sharing, and promote the 
practice, impact and value of arts and 
culture.
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December 2017
APPLICATIONS open 

October 2018 
Organogram designed

February 2018 
Selection 

April 2018
Study Visits to 
other centres

May 2019
Publication

September 2018
TEH Camp Meeting

March 2018
Scoping Visit

January 2018 
Applications closed

May 2018 
TEH Conference

September 2018
Workshop in Anibar 

The economic, political, social and cultural 
context is very different from one Balkan 
country to the other. But in general, some 
of the vital ingredients that make it possible 
for civil society initiatives in Western Europe 
to energise post-industrial buildings are 
missing in the Balkans. These include::

• a clear status of the ownership of the 
venue; 

• a cultural policy that makes funding 
accessible to new initiatives; 

• an interest among (younger) audiences 
and media in upcoming artists and their 
work;  

• a minimum of financial security for artists 
and activists; 

• a certain understanding among municipal 
authorities of the potential contribution of 
new arts initiatives to the economy (and 
gentrification) of their cities;  

• a tradition going back several decades 
of reclaiming vacant buildings for the 
common good; 

• and a sense among younger citizens that 
they have the right, even the entitlement, 
to create new collective spaces where those 
do not yet exist. 

The latter is also triggered by people’s 
motivation to stay in their cities and improve 
them, instead of planning to move away at 
the first opportunity.

Even when these elements are all in place, 
it is never easy to create and maintain new 
spaces in old buildings. Across Western 
Europe, financial constraints, an overdose 
of regulation and a populist suspicion 
of the arts are conspiring to produce an 
environment of ongoing precarity, causing 
many new initiatives to falter and disappear. 
But the lack of even the most basic factors 
in the Balkans region make it even more 
difficult to make a success of initiatives like 
these.

All three of the startups we worked with 
in the Balkans over the past few months 
looked promising and inspirational at first 
sight. Getting to know them better – through 
our scoping visits, online conversations and 
local workshops – we discovered how wide 
the gap is between their current situation 
and the realisation of their dreams. 

The challenges are daunting. But these 
three initiatives, although their environment 
is insecure, are working day and night to 
realize their ambitions. 

The Startup Support Programme 2018 
aimed to reach out to these kinds of 
initiatives across the Balkans. Through 
a process that included an initial open 
call, a selection committee, scoping visits, 
conference participation, online coaching, 
organisational workshops and written 

reports, we are very pleased to now 
welcome three of these initiatives into the 
TEH network: 
• Communitism in Athens, Greece
• Cinema ARTA in Cluj-Napoca, Romania
• Anibar/Kino Jusuf Gërvalla in Peja, Kosovo. 

3. Case study: 
Anibar, Peja, Kosovo

2. Challenges of creating Art 
spaces in the Balkans: 

region & context

The city centre of Peja in Kosovo – with its 
bustling squares, bazar and shops – has been 
more or less transformed into a pedestrian 
zone. Walking across the Lumbardhi i Pejës 
river that snakes through the city, you pass 

a neatly re-designed small park, a lifeless 
municipal theatre and then suddenly you 
glimpse the façade of Kino Jusuf Gërvalla. 
It’s a cinema, built in 1960, which has served 
the movie-goers of Peja for decades. 

http://teh.net/startup-support-programme/
https://www.facebook.com/communitism/
http://cinema-arta.ro/
http://anibar.org/
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When we first applied 
to the network we 

saw the network as 
a good opportunity 
to further improve 

our multifunctional 
center and better 

conceptualize it, but 
it turned out to be so 

much more. 
From Anibar Evaluation Report 

of TEH Startup Programme 2018

‘‘
‘‘

After the war in Kosovo in the 1990s, it never 
really came back to life. But now, Anibar 
– a young and energetic team of local 
animation film addicts – are working hard 
to return the cinema to the city.  

The modest façade is deceptive. Inside, this 
cinema is much larger and architecturally 
more interesting than you might have 
guessed. The main hall, with 170 seats, 
has all the hallmarks of a movie theatre. 
Around the hall, the building has other 
spaces that could potentially help to realise 
the ambitions of Anibar to turn this into a 
multifunctional arts centre and meeting 
space.

Anibar’s motto shows that their ambitions 
reach beyond just restoring the city cinema: 
‘Anibar commits itself to breaking the civic 
apathy through cultural activism’. The Anibar 
team, which has been working together for 
the past nine years and has been running 
the annual Anibar International Animation 
Festival in Peja, believes they can make a 
difference. They want to do this through 
the art of cinematography, especially 
animation, through restoring public spaces 
like this cinema and by providing a platform 
for issues like sustainability, equality and 
human rights. 

Their vision of the renovated cinema is a 
place where there will be a regular film 
programme, including animation, arthouse 
and movies for children. But there will be 
much more besides. The academy will 
educate young people about all aspects of 
(animation) filmmaking – sound, editing, 
camera, directing, writing etc. Visitors will 
not come here just to view and consume, 
but they will also learn the skills that will 
help them to tell their own stories and to 
develop their own critical thinking. 

Other spaces in the building will be 
refashioned to host social events, public 
talks and presentations. And of course, the 
bar will help all of this to become Peja’s 
place to be – especially for the younger 
generation. 

All of these ambitions are being set into 
motion while the legal status of the Kino 
is still insecure. In 2016, the municipality of 
Peja opened a call for initiatives to revitalise 
the cinema. Anibar, which had used the 
cinema as one of its venues for the annual 
animation festival, was chosen as the most 
qualified party. In December 2016, Anibar 
signed an agreement with the municipality 
for the next 15 years (until 2032). At that 
moment, the Kosovar Privatisation Agency 
(KPA) stepped in. Claiming ownership (as 
it does with public buildings across the 

country), it wanted to put the building 
up for sale – which could very well lead 
to the demolition of the cinema. Anibar 
launched a public campaign, collected 
6,000 signatures and has staved off the sale 
for now. Since then, the situation has been 
in stalemate. The municipality and the KPA 
are both claiming ownership.

in this interim phase, film screenings are 
mostly being made possible by embassies 
and other international agencies, which 
provide the funding for special programmes 
such as French cinema, Swiss cinema and 
urban development documentaries. Under 
these circumstances, and with a movie hall 
that relies on external funding for events 
(including equipment and heating), the 
Anibar signature is still very much under 
development.

The identity of what Anibar aims to be 
presenting here in the years to come has 
already been laid out in their Strategy 
for 2017-2020. Anibar’s objectives will 
be accomplished through three inter-
connected programmes: Civic Education, 
Culture for Development and Film 
Production.

With such an ambitious programme at 
play, it is astonishing to see how young the 
members of the Anibar team actually are. 
They were teenagers when they launched 
the festival in 2010. Today, Anibar is deeply 
impressive – the festival organisation, its 
international network, the number of 
visitors that come every year, the logistics 
of the venues, the funding applications, 
strategy documents and business plans, 
the work that has been done in the Kino 
on a very tight budget, the founding of the 
animation academy. And the team boasts 
an average age of just 25!

Now, they are facing their biggest challenge 
yet. As well as organising the annual festival 
(with a handful of paid colleagues and a 
growing network of volunteers), they will 
have to transform the Kino into a cultural 
centre that’s open every day. Even without 
the legal uncertainty, the tight budgets and 
the general apathy in society, this will be an 
incredibly tough challenge.

Funding is possibly the biggest challenge 
of all. Currently, Anibar runs on the 
income from the annual festival, including 
fundraising, ticket sales and merchandising. 
The municipality contributes €10,000 each 
year to the festival. The memorandum for 
the Kino makes clear that the municipality 
will not subsidise the renovation and 
managing costs of the cinema.
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An informal cultural centre will often 
build its organisation in two phases. First, 
by identifying what is available. Then, by 
identifying what is missing. 

What is available are the specific talents 
of the founding team. One is a writer, for 
instance, the other is a designer. One has 
a long-term vision and knows how to put 
that into words. The other knows how to 
attract and mobilise people. One is good at 
creating furniture from recycled materials. 
The other is good at numbers and Excel 
spreadsheets. So the first challenge is to 
make sense of the random skills that have 
come together to create the new centre. 

The core members of the Anibar team were 
still in high school when they discovered 
the art of animation film and decided to 
dedicate an annual festival to it. Over the 
first few editions, they discovered who was 
good at doing what. They were then joined 
by other friends and they became the 
Anibar team. 

Nine years later they are facing a new 
challenge that needs a different mindset, a 
different work rhythm and more in-house 
skills to run the new centre on a day-to-day 
basis. 

With this in mind, the second step is to 
collectively design a long-term vision, to 
look back from that desired future and 
identify what is needed. That includes 
content, money and facilities, of course, but 
most importantly: it means the right people 

in the right place. 
 
Anibar has taken the second step last year. 
They have secured funding to hire four new 
team members who can help to transform 
the cinema into an active cultural centre 
that’s open every day.

The influx of new team members also 
means a new decision-making process. 
At the moment, everyone is responsible 
for decisions in their own field, based on 
trust and professionalism. Larger, collective 
issues get discussed by the full team, before 
breaking them down into two choices and 
then taking the decision. The team seems 
to be comfortable with this process. There is 
a minimum of hierarchy and a high degree 
of individual autonomy.

Such a time-consuming decision-making 
process will not be appropriate for a centre 
that is open every day. However, it is clear 
that keeping the character of the Anibar 
method intact as much as possible will 
prove to be the best way forward. Running 
a daily centre is hectic. No matter how 
carefully the work schedule and the division 
of responsibilities have been planned, there 
will always be improvisation and last-minute 
decisions to be made. There is always too 
little time for anything, let alone for long 
and heated discussions. And yet, if this time 
is not created, the team will fall apart and 
the basis of mutual trust will erode, causing 
the centre to fail at the first hurdle. 

In the meantime, all the responsible 
positions within the centre should be 
filled by the most competent, versatile 
and reliable people available. In today’s 
precarious economy, these people will not 
be easy to find, let alone attract for the 
longer term. But there is no choice. Visitors, 
partners and sponsors will accept only the 
best.

At the workshop I led with the Anibar 
team, we spent one day designing a new 
organogram. It turned out to be more fluid 
and cloud-like than the previous one – 

which didn’t reflect the daily practice of the 
team but seemed to aim instead to please 
(international) donors. It also contained 
detailed job descriptions of the people still 
needed to run a successful centre. Behind 
the disorganised façade, there was an exact 
idea at work about everyone’s role and 
responsibility within the daily mayhem. And 
that is how it should be.

* Go to teh.net/resources for workshop 
and visiting reports from Anibar’s journey 
during TEH Startup Support Programme 
2018

4. Building a daily 
organisation

5. Conclusions and 
recommendations

Two international experts worked closely with the TEH staff to make it 
all happen. Irena Boljunčić Gracin was the managing director of Rojc 

Association’s Alliance, Community Centre Rojc in Pula, Croatia and currently 
serves on TEH’s executive committee. Chris Keulemans, a travelling writer and 
moderator, was the founder and artistic director of Tolhuistuin cultural centre 

in Amsterdam, the Netherlands.

The next step for new centres like these 
is to build a consistency in their public 
events, even when this has to happen 
on a small scale in the startup phase. 
By opening the doors on a regular basis 
and presenting a coherent programme, 
you can build up an audience from like-
minded communities and share the 
responsibility for offering art and activism 
to the city.

To introduce new team members, 
volunteers, communities and partner 
organisations to the vision and mission 
of these centres, a one-page manifesto 
highlighting the ambitions and the 
organisational codes can be most helpful.

None of these centres have much 
experience of running a good bar 
(possibly including food), while this is 
vital to the atmosphere, the number of 
visitors – and, if done well, can help to 
create an independent source of income. 
Among the TEH members, there is a lot of 
experience with business models for the 
combination of hospitality, content, food 
and drinks. This might well be a specific 
topic for the next phase of supporting 
new initiatives.

These centres share the sense of 
responsibility for improving public space 
and real estate development in their 

cities. But they struggle to be recognised 
by the local authorities. To strengthen 
their influence, which in the long term 
should also lead to a transparent local 
cultural policy, we encourage these 
centres to take the initiative for setting up 
a reciprocal, outspoken network of local 
cultural initiatives. This can help to resolve 
legal, bureaucratic and formal challenges 
as well as helping to establish long-
term cooperation between municipal 
bodies on the one hand and civil society 
organisations and communities on the 
other.

The new TEH Balkan Hub is a good 
initiative to link similar centres across 
the region, exchanging knowledge and 
applying collectively for international 
funding, in order to create a shared basis 
of continuity.

International funding (through 
embassies, foundations and EU grants) 
is often earmarked to fulfill the donor’s 
agenda, which is often more social than 
artistic, and varies from one donor to 
the next. By applying for international 
funding, the centres run the risk of getting 
distracted from their own goals by having 
to comply with the donor’s agenda. It is 
up to the centres themselves, as well as 
wider networks like TEH, to point out this 
potentially counterproductive situation.

Anibar has been able to fundraise €14.070 
through a crowdfunding campaign at the 
KosovoIdeas crowdfunding platform to 
renovate the cinema. There will also be an 
investment of around €25’000 through a 
project of the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP) supported by the EU 
Office in Kosovo.

Recently, Anibar has been granted EU 
support for the project  "Civic-Public 
Partnership for Innovative Governance of 
Public Infrastructure in Peja, Prizren and 
Mitrovica" which goes also by the short name 
Cultural Spaces of Kosova, implemented 
in partnership with Lumbardhi (Prizren), 
7Arte(Mitrovica), Pogon (Zagreb) which will 
be implemented for the next four years and 
has a budget of 475,966.8 EUR.

Also, UN has supported to purchase 
equipment for the animation academy in 
Peja in the value of 24500 USD. 
And, the Swiss Embassy has offered support
to run their outreach program as well as 
support for the 10th edition of the festival in 
the value of €20.000.

In total, Anibar estimates that the full 
renovation of the building would cost some 
€200,000, based on the architectural plans 
that Anibar ‘inherited’ when they moved 
in. The digitalisation, which would cost 
another €100,000, could be funded through 
the Creative Europe programme – but will 
Kosovo be eligible for Creative Europe’s 
Media programme next year?
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