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Abstract: Occupying one of the main city squares, Sarajevo’s Unima or ‘Sarajka’ 

department store became a fixture of the urban landscape. During the 

Siege of Sarajevo, the building incurred heavy damage, and after the 

war, it closed its doors and stood abandoned for over a decade. In 2003, 

Bosna Bank International (BBI) – an investment bank founded by the 

Islamic Development Bank in Saudi Arabia, the Dubai Islamic Bank, and 

the Abu Dhabi Islamic Bank – bought the ‘Sarajka’ department store, and 

between 2006 and 2009, they constructed a sleek new glass and steel 

shopping centre in its place. This new development, the BBI Centre, 

began operations in April 2009 and houses 125 shops, including retail 

establishments such as l’Occitane en Provence, Lush, and Mexx. The 

entire investment is estimated at over €35 Million. As a whole, many see 

the project as an example of successful foreign investment in Bosnia, 

and in 2010, the International Council of Shopping Centres (ICSC) listed 

the BBI Centre as one of the top two retail centres in Europe. Yet the 

development of the BBI Centre has been controversial. Once a truly 

secular public space, all activities in the BBI Centre and on the square 

that it occupies are scrutinized and strictly controlled. Additionally, the 

building serves as a vehicle for trans-national identity formation. As a 

development project conceived of and realized by investors from Saudi 

Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, the BBI Centre operates under 

shari’ah law. No alcohol or pork may be sold or consumed on the 

premises, and gambling is forbidden within the building and on the 

square. Thus, the BBI Centre can be seen as a manifestation of the 

trans-national ummah in Sarajevo’s urban landscape, organizing 

solidarities within Bosnia and Herzegovina’s fragmented urban fabric. 

 


