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The case in question is set in the framework of the broader urban project for the 
Park of the Three Hills, in Barcelona, also known as “Barcelona’s green 
balcony”, covering 122 hectares of city land (1/3 of Central Park) and situated at 
the approximate geographical centre of the urban setting of the city. 
Throughout the city’s history, it has appropriated the hilly territory, 
geographically and orographically irregular, and generated various 
contemporary urban Mediterranean landscapes that have recently become the 
theme of controversy.  
There are various interpretations of the great environmental and social value for 
the city of this urban project according to the differing viewpoints of 
strong/weak and global/local/partial sustainability. 
I will assess the environmental and social parameters involved in the evolution 
of the proposed development of this urban/natural territory according to the 
suggestions of the technicians, political representatives and citizens of the 
districts involved. 
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Introduction to the problem 
 
Barcelona’s coastal hill range runs parallel to the sea, delimiting the city on its 
inland side. This line of hills, sloping gently inland and abruptly towards the sea, 
has been the prime place of settlement and development of different civilizations 
in this Mediterranean territory. The specific characteristics of the place are 
visual control of the sea and coastline, its prime position dominating the area 
from a defensive viewpoint, the bioclimatic benefits of its excellent climatic 
conditions, such as orientation and protection from the north wind, and 
exploitation of the sea breeze. (A reconstruction of an Iberian village can be 
visited in Santa Coloma de Gramanet.) 
The coastal hill range that edges the Barcelona Plain comprises seven hills 
situated in the upper area of the plain which have been subsequently occupied 
by rural settlements (Can Xirot, Can Mora, Can Grau, etc.) which still exist as 
restaurants or homes for the elderly. 
 

 



In the late 19th century, the east- and west-facing slopes of this advantaged 
area were occupied by summer homes, due to the cooler summer temperatures, 
shady slopes, and many fountains and streams that provide the necessary 
humidity for the woods and self-sufficiency of the vegetable gardens and 
orchards, at a height of between 100 and 265 m above sea level. In addition to 
these climatic virtues and its vantage point over the sea and Barcelona’s old 
town, its relative accessibility was an added value. Detached single-family 
summer homes were built here, such as Can Baró and various little hostels, such 
as La Farigola. 
In the early 20th century, the construction of Vallcarca bridge improved 
communication between the municipalities of Sarrià and Horta, with access via 
the intermediate valley of El Coll, leading to new urban development. 
Barcelona’s various developers and patrons, such as Count Güell, Can Turull 
and Doctor Robert, began garden city developments on the slope of Tibidabo, 
overlooking the sea in the district of La Salut, and on the north-facing slope. 
Based on Ebenezer Howard’s garden city theories, these developments tended to 
strength environmental and holistic relations with the site as opposed to the 
increasing urban density of the Eixample, the new town extension. Most of all, 
however, these sites allowed future proprietors to capitalize on the privacy of 
these dwellings. Their privacy was reinforced by their isolation and elevation 
above the city, and the elitist mobility provided by the motorcar.  
For example, the urban development of Parc Güell is enclosed and set into a 
natural amphitheatre, presenting many similarities with present-day 
condominiums in Latin American countries. It has a gatehouse at the entrance to 
control visitors, with the view of attracting solely Catalan upper middle classes 
or indianos, people who had made their fortunes in the Americas, as also 
happened in Avinguda Tibidabo.  
The Güell estate principally envisaged a residential function, complemented by 
some commercial activity, avoiding the social and economic mix of the 
Eixample. Despite all the social advantages offered by elitist segregation, only 
one family bought a plot there and built a house, which is still inhabited today. 
Furthermore, the public space of Parc Güell also adapts to the orography of the 
place, allowing exemplary internal mobility with gradients of no more than 6% 
for cars and pedestrians that are enviable today in adjacent modern districts. The 
project also foresaw a fusion of the inhabitants’ environmental needs and the 
place. Public space was laid out with drainage layers and a sophisticated system 
of water infiltration in the ground, with rainwater collectors combined with 
street furniture and landscape elements to capture damp air that was then used to 
water the aromatic and vegetable gardens of the various plots. The only part of 
Parc Güell that now recreates the idea of a Mediterranean garden with vegetable 



plots and orchards is the property of the park’s only inhabitants, the house 
mentioned above. 
 
B. Analysis of the problem 
 
The city of Barcelona has always seen these hills as a key element in its various 
20th-century plans and as a prime opportunity to centralize the legal need for 
green spaces for the city. Various regional development plans, such as the 
Jaussely Plan in the early 20th century, suggested a green belt of parks (rural 
area) such as the Parc de Vallcarca, Parc del Carmel and Parc del Guinardó, 
legally formalized in the 1953 Regional Plan, the Hills Plan of 1967 and, finally, 
the 1976 PGM. The PGM (Metropolitan Master Plan), which envisaged 
restoring the hills as green spaces (6a, 6b) with no construction, was the legacy 
of zoning plans in which different parts of the city offer monocultural functions 
of residence, commerce, work, leisure, etc. 
 
In the course of these years of legal and planning definition of the future park by 
the City Council, Barcelona underwent a unique social transformation. 
The mass arrival in the city of immigrants from other parts of Spain turned this 
large space that was sparsely inhabited, poorly communicated and 
topographically complex but visually well communicated with the city into one 
of the largest areas of shanty construction and mass occupation of the territory 
by the huge waves of people to arrive in Barcelona. These people, generally 
from the rural world, settled in these hills, which became their environmental 
referent, and became attached to this urban territory for its wilder nature, 
comparable to a Mediterranean farming landscape. 
Over the years, this original rural-urban landscape became the site of precarious 
districts and large ghettos that debased the idyllic, poetic image of the place.  
The last recorded settlement of 87 shanties, known as El Forat de Francesc 
Alegre, was only demolished in November 1990 by the then Mayor, Maragall 
(see the exhibition “Barraques” [Shanties] at Barcelona’s Museu d’Història de la 
Ciutat).  
These hills slowly lost the attraction they had held for the Catalan bourgeoisie in 
the early 20th century and acquired a pejorative connotation.  
There was also the aggravating environmental and economic circumstance that 
these hills became a source of supply for materials for city development, such as 
aggregate and stone for the construction of the buildings in the new estates, 
turning the formal rural landscape of the Tres Turons into a noisy, dusty, 
degraded industrial area. 
In Juan Marsé’s novel Últimas tardes con Teresa, we read how the young 
immigrant Pijoaparte, who lives in the Carmel area, who rides his motorbike 



along the Carmel road, falls in love with a bourgeois Catalan girl in a true 
reflection of the different societies and districts that made up the city in the 
1960s.��
�

 
 
 
The residents of this area, left to their own devices by the corresponding 
administrations, started to organize themselves and call for basic living and 
health standards in the fifties, sixties and seventies, such as urbanized streets, 
drinking water, public transport, schools and health centres. Their protests took 
the form of many demonstrations that continue today with calls for improved 
accessibility to the city centre by means of the Metro, still under construction 
(La ciudad como referente geográfica y simbólica, Pol and Valera, 1999). 
“It is the people that construct the symbolism of the space—an a posteriori 
symbolism—despite the fact that this structure is not important in terms of 
architecture or urbanism” (Pol and Valera, 1999). 
The districts adjacent to the Tres Turons have for many years presented a very 
negative image to other citizens of Barcelona. After much social protest, they 
have developed a symbolic identity with various singular points in the 
landscape, such as the Muntanya Pelada, the Sunday walk to Can Mora or the 
peak of Carmel, Las Delicias restaurant and the churrería. 
In any case, the symbolic can help to stimulate the functional interrelations of 
the endo-group (district residents) and with the exo-group—that is, the rest of 
the city—thereby putting an end to its marginality (Pol and Valera, 1999). 
 
In early 2001, the City Council began to demonstrate a new environmental 
sensibility towards these hills. It consequently commissioned an appraisal of this 
territory, with the environmental parameter playing a central role in the 
conception of the park. 
ERF studio (Ramón Folch, social ecologist) was commissioned to conduct a 
socio-environmental analysis of the park to assess the type of vegetation, fauna 



and the future pedagogical function in the field of the environment for 
Barcelona’s citizens. The work carried out by ERF concluded that this territory 
could form the basis of an exemplary environmental education project for the 
sustainable future of the city that was totally compatible with existing 
constructions at various critical points in the park. 
The report’s acknowledgements list many renowned professionals who worked 
on the project, yet it makes no mention at any point of any of the many local 
collectives, residents or social services, or of the complicity of the department of 
social participation of the City Council in the evaluation of the future park 
project.  
 

 
 
At the same time, an innovative new proposal was implemented to promote 
urban renewal for the sustainable Mediterranean city, led by Salvador Rueda, 
psychologist and ecologist, and the director of Agencia de Ecología Urbana. The 
project emerged from Barcelona’s Agenda 21, written and approved by 
consensus by all the principal agents. It proposed a compact, complex 
Mediterranean city, integrating parameters and indicators of sustainability in all 
the disciplines involved in city design. The project analyses the city and its 
public space on the basis of four strategic lines (complexity, eco-efficiency, 
compactness and stability), applied above all to the design of the public space 
and urban open space. These vectors evaluate the judicious and necessary 
environmental, social and economic balance of the city and all the various 
neighbourhood units as principal factors in the ecological organization of the 
city of concentration and urban mobility, as defined by Robert Park (The City: 



suggestions for the investigation of human behaviour in the urban environment, 
1925). 
It is suggested that these factors be defined and assessed at the scale of each 
district unit with a maximum extension of 16 hectares and an approximate 
population of 5000-8000 inhabitants, referred to as a “superblock” in Ildefons 
Cerdà’s plan, where it corresponded to nine street blocks in the Eixample.  

·  Compactness is defined as the evaluation of urban morphology as 
opposed to the area of quality public space per person.  

·  Identity evaluates the concentration of people by age, income, place of 
origin and connection within the city. 

·  Eco-efficiency analyses everything to do with environmental aspects such 
as energy (mobility), water, waste and resources. The superblock that 
Ildefons Cerdà envisaged for his project corresponds to nine street blocks 
of the Eixample or an approximate population of 7500 inhabitants. 

·  Complexity measures economic biodiversity—that is, the number and 
variety of activities rather than the “monoculture” of offices or dormitory 
districts. 

To comply with these indicators of sustainability, one of the principal strategic 
lines of Agenda 21 suggests increasing the amount of urban open space, tripling 
the number of square metres of available urban open space per inhabitant 
(Barcelona has just 5 m2/inhabitant) in keeping with the who’s basic 
recommendations of 15 m2.  
To this end, it proposes a district-wide strategy of offering all citizens a square 
less than 100 m away, a garden/vegetable plot less than 200 m away, a park to 
walk in less than 400 m away, and a wood less than 1 km away.  
The study and analysis conducted by the Agencia de Ecología Urbana places 
greater stress on purely quantitative environmental factors such as CO2 levels in 
the city, avoiding the socio-environmental part of the urban ecosystem 
according to the premises of urban ecology or the parameters of sustainability as 
defined by Park in 1925. What is important is the role of active socialization of 
these urban open spaces, and “the role of urban open spaces in restoring and 
recovering the psychological equilibrium of citizens” (Corraliza, García and 
Valero, 2001). This capacity is defined according to the extension of the urban 
open space, the views, the opportunity for isolation, their legibility and the 
stimulation of senses (smell, sight and hearing), elements that are overlooked by 
previous studies. It is therefore necessary for the superblock units to meet basic 
standards of local sustainability in relation to their particular environment, 
promoted by neighbourhood participation. 
 



 
 
THE PARC DELS TRES TURONS AND THE CITY 
 

·  Creation of the Parc dels Tres Turons as a strategic green space for the city 
·  The modification of the PGM specifies as an urban park the highest central parts of the hills and 

outlines the park’s limits on their slopes 
·  Specific treatment is envisaged to improve the peaks of the hills which already play a greater role in the 

urban landscape 

 
 
In 2003, in response to these reports, Council technicians produced the 
document “Lines of intervention”, which included above all quantitative 
environmental premises. 
Section 2.3.4 on development defined the Parc dels Tres Turons as “a forest 
park with an important environmental role in fixing CO2 and water, and a 
landscape function for a large geographical area, where citizens can enjoy sport 
and leisure activities. The central area of the park will wholly comprise a fabric 
of vegetation, with the exception of facilities and listed buildings, with a surface 
area of 90 hectares of green space […]. Such buildings as exist in the central 
area will therefore have to be situated on the edge of the perimetric area …”  
Section three on the conditions for development states that it must “comply with 
the legal determination of maintaining the land envisaged as green space by The 
PGM (Urban Development Service of Barcelona City Council, 2003). 
The environmental aspect is, then, vital for the Council in this proposal, as 
regards CO2 emissions and hectares of greenery in the city envisaged by the 
PGM, but it makes no mention whatsoever of the social and environmental 
aspects related with this setting. It falls to the Tres Turons above all to represent 



the concept of identity of place and social identity, a concept completely 
overlooked by technicians and politicians alike. This is often overlooked by 
managers and architects when functional and aesthetic aspects take precedence 
over the social value of the place (Pol and Valera, 1999). 
 
In 2004, all the neighbourhood bodies associated with the Tres Turons project 
mobilized and joined together to present a counter-proposal with the help of a 
local architect, Manuel Brullet. The project shows that the park is perfectly 
capable of meeting its new objectives by respecting a mixed structure of housing 
and green spaces, which do not contradict Ramón Folch’s analysis. However, 
the document produced by neighbourhood associations is also still an urban 
planning and legal proposal. 
It is up to the sensibility or skill of the architect to connect with these cultural 
values which are, further, constantly changing (Pol and Valera, 1999). 
Faced with this proposal, the Council divided the project into different parts in 
an attempt to reach partial agreements, but without results. 
Ultimately, the proposal presented in January 2009 for the Modification of the 
PGM for the Tres Turons Project continues to justify the single objective of 
providing a green space, by freeing up “caps”, as they are called by the project 
director, architect Oriol Clos, and his team of project writers. 
The principal aims of the document to modify the PGM for the Parc dels Tres 
Turons are: 

·  To create a large “balcony” for Barcelona: physical aspect 
·  To provide strategic metropolitan greenery to link up with the coastal hill 

range 
·  To act as a catalyst of a system of open spaces 
·  To allow interaction of the park with the districts around its edge as a 

revitalizing element. 
This last point is a purely formal, spatial way of suturing the urban fabric with 
the natural fabric of the park, but it continues to overlook environmental values 
and the local residents’ social identification with the territory.  
The proposal of Council technicians is, then, based on the simplistic formal 
criteria and ideas of “Hard squares, Green parks”, which does not address the 
complexity of public space as defined by Park, Lefevre or Rueda. 
 
Psychosocial analysis  
 
Alongside this urban planning process, the main social problems are the state of 
degradation of the buildings and the urban environment covered by PERIs and 
areas whose urban planning has been affected since 1976 by the Tres Turons 
project. Pending development plans prevent the inhabitants and their 



surroundings from carrying out maintenance work on their buildings (no permits 
are granted), and this situation is further aggravated by a constant moral and 
territorial undermining, since for more than 30 years they have had no 
sustainable project for their future homes, businesses or lives (from an 
economic, social and environmental viewpoint). The result is confusion, 
discouragement, desolation, indifference, a feeling of rootlessness and 
disillusionment with their social and environmental surroundings, leading to 
refutation and abandonment due to psychological fatigue and uncertainty. 
Research carried out by various authors shows that “if people feel a strong 
identification with the city and if there is a strong sense of identity of place, the 
overall level of satisfaction is higher than if they do not exist, even if they are 
very critical” (Pol, Valera, 1999). 
This psycho-environmental debilitation of inhabitants’ relations with their 
physical and social environment communicates to the rest of the city an image 
of an abandoned, rundown, dirty district, characterized by social and physical 
isolation, occupied by sectors of the population belonging to the last wave of 
immigration or alternatives such as the squatter movement, which undermines 
the idyllic image of the Tres Turons area and turns it into a social problem for 
the city. 
“This is evident in the urban projects that seek to systematize the mountain 
slopes and diminish the diverse whole […]; at certain points of Tres Turons, 
where the bulldozer is set to eliminate patios, party walls, pigeon lofts and self-
built houses; in Vallcarca, where large detached houses, with their elderly 
residents and squatters, have resisted thanks to a sloping topography that resists 
the steamroller” (Montaner: “El diseño apisonadora”, El País, 14 March 2009). 
 

 
Neighbours, a species that may cease to exit. They are destroying its habitat. 



After a great deal of effort, the residents of Tres Turons, in the face of so many 
year of government contempt, have managed to forge a territorial identity and 
insist on their territory as a place of permanent settlement combined with the 
future functions of urban park. The population is no longer in agreement with 
the project and actively rejects it, since it represents a breakaway from their 
daily routines, future and ongoing relation with the place. 
To combat this social dismemberment, local residents are desperately seeking 
new ways of reinforcing their social identity within the territory (Pol and Valera, 
1999). 
One example of actions and spaces to generate this added social value are the 
gardens and vegetable plots run by local residents in Vallcarca.  
 

 
 
 
These urban allotments are an encouraging example of self-management of 
empty or undeveloped space by creating meeting places that promote the 
exchange of knowledge about related themes such as gardening, gastronomy, 
biology, meteorology, botany, city politics, and so on. They also serve to 
strengthen social and cultural networks in areas where humankind and the city 
interrelate, such as public space. 



Other cities in periods of crisis, such as Paris, have developed their empty 
spaces as places to supply food (Jorge Riechmann, 2008), along with others in 
New York (“Post-it City” exhibition, CCCB, 2008) and in Europe, such as 
Valenciennes (UCL-URBA, Juliette Denef, Anne Lescieux). 
Greater participation is often proposed as a way of improving conservation of an 
environment (Brower, 1980). The traditional social construction of space, of the 
city, is based on social consensus and a degree of participation (Lefevre, 1970). 
 
C. Conclusions 
 
In response to these spatial, social, cultural and environmental issues in the Tres 
Turons area, the public space projects proposed for the park by various technical 
teams of architects of the Urban Development Service of Barcelona City 
Council throughout this period have centred solely on urban space or landscape. 
They have failed to analyse or take into account the countless social and 
environmental aspects voiced by local residents in relation to the territory’s 
social identity and reflected in their various campaigns. The technical studies 
(ERF, Urban Development Service projects in 2003, 2009, etc.) conducted 
analyse the citywide environmental aspect in quantitative terms, in isolation 
from the territory’s inhabitants. Nor do they evaluate or suggest strategic lines 
running through the process by means of which the project, as a symbol of urban 
sustainability, could head a social project for a park that reinforces the 
contributions of local residents and their relation with the environment on 
the basis of their social identification with the territory. Their contributions 
could serve to “increase social cohesion and strengthen mechanisms of equity 
and participation” and intensify relations between the territory’s environmental 
impact and local residents, thereby “furthering the culture of sustainability by 
means of education and environmental communication” (Various authors: 
Líneas de intervención en los Tres Turons, 2003). 
 
To meet the objectives listed above, efforts must be based on principles of urban 
ecology or eco-city (Ecocity, 2005) and the development in the context of the 
project for Tres Turons of guidelines for a future local Agenda 21. 
 

·  Promotion of local residents’ physical experience in this natural setting of 
hills, thereby generating a project based on a unique and specific 
relationship; creation of a social network in this setting, allowing residents 
to continue their lives on environmental terms in their existing buildings; 
strengthening them as agents in the revitalization of a sustainable 
educational function that connects the neighbourhoods with the existing 
landscape. 



·  Suggesting a landscape project in which, in keeping with the scale and site 
of the intervention, the usual vectors of sustainability such as energy, 
waste management and the water cycle are joined by agriculture as a 
fourth vector that serves largely to optimize the other three and provide 
the whole with “food sovereignty”, in socially integrative, economically 
acceptable, healthy surroundings. 

·  Encouraging a citizen-environment interrelation in aspects such as eco-
efficiency (collection of rainwater, urban allotments for personal or group 
self-sufficiency and local mobility) to educate future generations and 
create a sustainable society where people enjoy outdoor life in an urban 
setting; enabling fusion between the place, the city and its inhabitants (not 
just a place for a Sunday stroll), a green corridor that generates society 
and education for sustainable development.  
 

At an unsustainable time of ecological, economic, cultural and human crisis, the 
Parc dels Tres Turons has to promote a new methodology of social and 
environmental organization for a self-managed, self-sufficient neighbourhood. 
Otherwise it will end up being given a “spotless, unsustainable, green” 
makeover (with a budget of 300 million euros for its creation, without 
considering maintenance), when the social needs and attachment to the place of 
local residents are vital to constructing a new organizational model that 
consumes fewer external natural resources and advocating a new eco-
development model for the urban context based on the following premises: 
 

·  Strengthening of social identity and interrelation of the concept of urban 
ecology and joint participative work on the part of a triangle made up of 
residents, technicians and political representatives.  

·  Use of existing tools of urban renewal such as the PMU (urban 
improvement scheme), MPGM (modification of the metropolitan master 
plan) or neighbourhood plans based exclusively on the proposals of 
technical teams 

·  Creation of a citizen participation base for the ecological evolution of 
Mediterranean cities to improve the sustainability of planning tools by 
taking into account citizens’ environmental experience. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
D. Epilogue 
 
The period for the presentation of allegations against the project to modify the 
PGM for Tres Turons opens in February 2009, and this article will be presented 
to call for the following points: 
 

·  Presentation and undertaking of an exemplary participatory process based 
on criteria of sustainability involving all neighbourhood residents, 
particularly children, as a starting point for an innovative communication 
methodology for a culture of sustainability in Barcelona, as required by 
Local Agenda 21. 

·  Emphasis on the specific, exceptional nature of this environmental and 
social project in the context of Barcelona’s role as Euro-Mediterranean 
capital, to work towards a sustainable future for Mediterranean cities.  

 
To this end, I request the technical support the neighbourhood associations of 
the districts of Gràcia, Coll, Vallcarca, Carmel, Horta and La Salut to present the 
following allegations for the defence of the social and environmental identity of 
the inhabitants of Tres Turons. 
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