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A Socialist Growth Machine? 
The Evolution of Urban Revitalization Programs in Barcelona 

 

The political-economy perspective, developed by Castells (1977, 1983), Harvey (1973), 

Logan and Molotch (1987) and others suggests that there is a fundamental conflict 

between exchange and use interest in urban land.  Those who view urban land as a 

commodity to be exploited for profit are said to hold “exchange values” while those who 

view urban land as means to support everyday life are said to hold “use values.” 

Typically, investors and large businesses are primarily motivated by the exchange value 

of urban land, while local residents are primarily motivated by its use value.   

 

Urban revitalization programs are often contentious because the exchange and use 

interests held by the different social groups conflict.  Investment and business interests 

are often seek to achieve the “highest and best use” of land, defined as its most profitable 

use, while neighborhood residents, often represented by neighborhood associations, are 

primarily interested in preserving or enhancing local amenities, such as avoiding traffic 

congestion or creating new parks and other public facilities.  It is left up to the political 

process, as managed by local governments, to balance these conflicting interests.     

 

Adherents to the political-economy perspective on urban revitalization typically suggest 

that these conflicts are often resolved in favor of the exchange interests of investors and 

big business, since these organizations contribute to political campaigns, elect 

sympathetic representatives and because of the additional tax revenues that result from 

redevelopment projects.  Logan and Molotch coined the phrase “growth machines” to 
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refer to local governments that put community growth ahead of community quality of 

life.  The function of growth machines, according to Logan and Molotch, are “to increase 

aggregate rents and trap related wealth for those in the right position to benefit. . .  In 

many cases, probably most, additional local growth under current arrangements is a 

transfer of wealth and life chances from the general public to the rentier groups and their 

associates” (p 199).    

 

Logan and Molotch, however, developed their growth machine theory by analyzing the 

actions of local governments in the U.S., which has a strong capitalist, “free market” 

orientation.  So, this led me to ask, to what extent is the concept of “growth machine” 

applicable to cities with socialist governments.  Given the greater emphasis on social 

equity, does one find the same kind of growth machine in cities with socialist regimes 

and, if so, how might they differ from growth machines in the U.S.?   

 

To address this question, I chose to the City of Barcelona as a case study.  Barcelona was 

chosen because it has had a socialist government since 1979 when democracy returned to 

Spain.  In addition, Barcelona has been identified in the literature as having a 

disproportionate share of urban redevelopment projects that have focused on improving 

the quality of life of local residents.  Calavita and Ferrer (2000: 793) comment, “The City 

of Barcelona seems to have been successful in transforming itself in a very short time 

from a ‘gray’ industrial city in the midst of a deep economic crisis in 1980 to an 

international success story a decade later.  Most important here, Barcelona’s city 

marketing effort was not accompanied by the neglect of its neighborhoods, increased 
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social polarization, or geographic segregation, distinguishing it in this regard from most 

other cities.”  Other evidence of this success is that the Royal Institute of British 

Architects awarded Barcelona its Gold Medal in honor of the city’s “commitment to 

urbanism” and its “mix of eye-catching landmark projects, small scale improvements to 

plazas and street corners and the team work between politicians and urbanists.”   

 

The research project described in this paper was designed to address several questions 

concerning urban revitalization in Barcelona.  First, have the City of Barcelona’s 

redevelopment efforts been substantially different from those in cities with more 

capitalist orientations.  Second, how has Barcelona’s redevelopment efforts changed over 

time?  As capital investments have became decidedly more international this may have 

had a conservatising influence on the city’s redevelopment programs.  Third, what factors 

account for the level of success that Barcelona has achieved in its urban redevelopment 

programs?  Some have argued that it is due to interplay between the globalization of 

capital and the formation of an effective growth coalition in the city (Marshall 1996), 

while others focus on the importance of “skilled political entrepreneurship and creative 

planning” (Calavita and Ferrer 2000) or strong neighborhood associations (Naya 1996).   

 

The research upon which this paper is based was largely conducted during a six-month 

stay in the city in 2004.  During that time, I completed 35 interviews with city officials, 

academics and leaders of neighborhood associations in the city.  I also collected 

documentation on redevelopment planning over the last 20 years.  Finally, I visited and 

photographed both completed and ongoing revitalization projects.   
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The City of Barcelona 

Barcelona is located on Spain’s Mediterranean coast approximately 100 miles south of 

the French border.   The population of the city in 2005 was approximately 1.6 million, 

down from a high of 1.8 million in 1980.  As with many cities with fixed boundaries, this 

population decrease is largely the result of a decrease in the average household size.  

Barcelona and the surrounding suburban jurisdictions comprise a region with a total 

population of 4.2 million persons.  The larger region of Catalonia contains 6.4 million 

persons.  Catalonia has a regional government, called the Generalitat that has 

considerable authority over domestic affairs in the region, including some aspects of 

urban planning.  Any change to the 1976 master plan that governs redevelopment in 

Barcelona, for example, has to be approved by the Generalitat.  

 

  Barcelona is the third densest city in Europe.  The city has a relatively fine-grained mix 

of residential and commercial property, with retail stores in the first level of many 

buildings.  The housing stock is largely multifamily, although most households own the 

units in which they live.  The homeownership rate in 2000 was 82 percent.  In terms of 

the city’s economy, Barcelona has been a major manufacturing center in Spain.  In recent 

years, however, much of this activity has moved to peripheral jurisdictions or to other 

countries.  This has left large areas of abandoned or underutilized buildings.  The growth 

sectors have been services and tourism.   
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Barcelona’s urban revitalization efforts cannot be understood without knowledge of the 

city’s experience during the Franco years.  The city had a strong tradition of radicalism, 

and was a center of the anarchist movement in Spain during the early part of the  

Twentieth Century.  The city was on the republican side of the civil war and was one of 

the last areas to surcome to Franco’s Fascist forces. Thus, during Franco’s rule, the city 

was viewed with suspicion.  The mayor of Barcelona was appointed by the Franco 

regime and dissent was quickly squashed.  Franco died in 1975 but it was not until 1979 

that the city was able to elect its own local leaders.   

 

The city is governed by a 41-member council. Either the mayor is elected by a majority 

of the council members or, if no majority is obtained, the person receiving the largest 

number of votes in the election becomes the mayor.  The socialist party was the big 

winner in the first election and has been the ruling party ever since.  

 

A Brief History of Revitalization in Barcelona 

The city of Barcelona is large and over the past 40 years it has undertaken many urban 

revitalization projects.  This paper largely focuses on the largest redevelopment projects 

in the city which have been conducted in the northeast section of the city.  Urban 

revitalization projects in Barcelona have gone through several phases, which differ in 

terms of (1) the focus and scale of projects, (2) the level of citizen participation, and (3) 

the role of the private sector.  Each of the major phases is briefly described below.   
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Phase 1: Small is Beautiful: A Focus on Neighborhood Amenities 

During the Franco years, public regulation of land development was lax and investment 

in public facilities was sparse. During the 1950s and 1960s, the City of Barcelona grew 

rapidly as immigrants arrived from other parts of Spain to take advantage of the city’s 

expanding industrial sector.   Many of the privately constructed housing estates built for 

these immigrants were poorly planned and constructed, lacking in public amenities such 

as parks or even paved streets.   Several squatter or informal settlements also sprang up 

around the city, including on Montjuic, the northwestern edge of the city and along the 

coast.  Moreover, very little was done to address the poor housing quality in some of the 

older sections of the city, such as the Raval.   

 

Public concern over the condition of their neighborhoods spurred the development of a 

series of neighborhood associations throughout the city.  During this period, political 

organizations were outlawed, but the government allowed neighborhood organizations 

for the purpose of community betterment.  As one of the few legal forms of assembly, 

these organizations drew many of the city’s political activists, including architects and 

urban planners.  These organizations began developing plans for improving the quality of 

life in their respective areas.   

 

The democratically elected city government that took control in 1979 inherited a city 

with a huge backlog of needed public improvements at both the large and small scales.   

At the large scale, there was a great need for transportation and communication 

infrastructure including new highways, mass transit lines and communication towers.  At 
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the small scale, there was a lack of parks, community gardens, plazas, community centers 

and other public amenities.  For several reasons, the city decided to focus its initial efforts 

on addressing the smaller scale needs.  First, the city lacked the funds to address the 

larger scale needs. Second, a number of the newly elected and appointed city officials had 

been active in the neighborhood associations and had been involved in the development 

of plans for small-scale improvements.  Finally, the new socialist government wanted to 

show that it could improve the quality of life for citizens of the city.    

 

Thus, during the early 1980s, the city focused on acquiring property, and constructing 

local public amenities including parks, plazas, ramblas, community gardens and 

community centers.  The city also commissioned public sculpture, in an effort to provide 

 Identities to the non-descript peripheral areas developed during the 1950s and 60s, a 

practice that has been termed “monumentalizing the periphery.” The availability of 

relatively inexpensive vacant industrial land meant that the costs of these projects were 

low and resident displacement was minimized.  Over 100 such improvements were made 

in neighborhoods throughout the city.   

 

This phase of urban revitalization in Barcelona can be characterized as focusing on small 

scale, neighborhood projects with direct, positive benefits to a wide range of Barcelona’s 

residents.  They created public spaces for residents to congregate and interact.  This phase 

of revitalization planning also involved a high level of citizen  
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participation.  Many of the projects were the direct result of plans developed by 

neighborhood organizations and strong relationships existed between neighborhood 

group leaders and city officials.   

During this phase, the role of the private sector was limited to implementing the projects 

that were conceived by the city and the neighborhood organizations.    

 

Phase 2:  Jumping on the World Stage:  Olympic-related Redevelopment 

After the return of democracy, the newly elected government inherited a backlog of needs 

in the areas of transportation and communication, and there were large areas of the city 

that contained abandoned industrial properties in need of redevelopment.  One such area 

was along the coast, northeast of the city center.  A set of railroad tracks and abandoned 

industrial properties made most of the coast inaccessible to city residents and the city 

wanted to redevelop this area.  But undertaking such larger scale redevelopment projects 

would be very costly. 

The city’s solution was to host the Olympics.  In 1985, it submitted a bid to host the 1992 

Olympics and in 1986, the city was notified of its success.   The city’s proposal included 

plans for extensive improvements in the city’s infrastructure including two new ring 

roads, two new telecommunication towers, extension of the mass transit system, several 

new sports venues and the redevelopment of a three-mile section of the seafront into 

public parks and beaches. As part of its Olympic bid, the city was able to obtain 

commitments from both the central and regional governments to pay large shares of the 

cost of these public improvements.  Moreover, the need to construct these  
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improvements quickly resulted in the delegation of certain regulatory authorities from the 

central and regional governments to the city.  This was critical to rapid project 

implementation.    

 

The Olympic bid also included thousands of newly constructed housing units that it 

planned to sell after they were used by the Olympic athletes and officials.  Many of these 

units were part of the Olympic Village, which was constructed on industrial land along 

the city’s northeast coast.  The Olympic Village contained 2,500 housing units, thirty 

percent of which were to be set aside as affordable housing units.  Unfortunately, citing 

budget problems, the city did not follow through with this set aside.  Rather, the city sold 

all the units at market prices.   

 

Beyond acting as a catalyst for raising the funds for these infrastructure improvements, 

the Olympic Games also meant that there was a tight deadline for completing the 

improvements.  One of the casualties of this tight deadline was citizen participation in the 

planning process.  There was little in the way of public forums or discussion on the 

location and design of these projects.  The Olympic Village project, for example, was 

criticized for being similar to an earlier development proposal that generated a lot of 

public opposition.   Furthermore, the ring roads cut through many neighborhoods, razing 

housing and added to the levels of noise and pollution.  
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In this phase of redevelopment the focus was on large scale projects with city-wide 

impact.  In terms of citizen participation a more deliberative process may have reduced 

the negative impacts of these projects.  Having said this, a large majority of the residents  

of the city were pleased with the Olympic related redevelopment (Reference).  The 

redevelopment of the beachfront was particularly popular.  Local officials like to say that 

they “gave the seafront back to the people.”  The success of the 1992 Olympic Games 

also substantially improved Barcelona’s reputation as an attractive and well run city.  As 

in the earlier phase, in this phase of Barcelona’s revitalization the public sector took the 

lead in developing detailed redevelopment plans. The role of the private sector was 

largely confined to constructing the facilities. 

 

Phase 3: The Post Olympic Doldrums: Diagonal Mar 

Hosting the Olympic Games left the city with a sizable debt, while the world economy 

was slipping into a recession.  Thus, in the mid 1990s the city’s ambitious plans to 

redevelop the remainder of the northern coast were stalled due to lack of funds and a poor 

economic environment.   A private development group, however, assembled an 84-acre 

site close in the northeast corner of the city and proposed its own development plan.  The 

original Diagonal Mar plan contained a large inward-looking mall, several 20-story office 

and residential towers and a large park that was called for in the city’s general 

development plan.  

 

Hungry for development this plan was approved by the city and the Generalitat.   The 

original development group went bankrupt, however, and the project was bought by an 
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American developer, the Hines Company.  To avoid expiration of the development 

permit, the Hines Company quickly moved forward with the construction of the mall.  It 

redid other parts of the plan, however, substituting residential development for much of  

the office development originally proposed and arranging the mid-rise towers around the 

public park.   

 

This project was one of the most controversial in Barcelona’s history.  Many architects 

and planners saw it as a low point for redevelopment planning in the city.  The critics feel 

that the development creates an imbalance in the skyline, since most other buildings in 

Barcelona are in the 6 to 9 story range.  Others point to the inward-looking, American 

style mall.  Still others do not like the mid-rise towers “in the park” rather than on the 

street and the lack of retail shops on the ground level.  This, they say, does not conform 

to the “Mediterranean model” of development that Barcelona has traditionally followed.  

Finally, critics have charged that the development is exclusive.   

 

On the positive side, however, the developer provided the land for and constructed a very 

attractive public park: The third largest in the city.  The developer also provided the city 

with a sizable parcel for the construction of affordable housing and another parcel for the 

construction of a second conference center.  The developer defends the project by saying 

that the residential units are in high demand.  At the time of my interview, the project 

director reported that there were 10,000 persons on the waiting list and only 200 units 

left.   
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The Diagonal Mar project is one of the few large privately initiated redevelopment 

projects in Barcelona.  With its stand-alone mall and its mid-rise towers set back from the 

street, it clearly breaks from the traditional development style in the city.  Yet, the city’s 

plans and development regulations ensured that this project resulted in substantial public 

amenities, including the park and land for the construction of affordable housing and a 

new conference center.  Citizen involvement in the planning of this project, however, was 

limited.  The Hines Company did hold some focus groups and it also hired a local 

professor of sociology to study the area, but local neighborhood associations had little 

involvement with the planning of this project.    

 

Phase 4:  22 @  for New Economy Business 

In between the Olympic Village and Diagonal Mar is the Poblenou area.  During the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries this area was the major manufacturing district in 

Barcelona, although it also contained residential communities in which the workers lived.  

In the later part of the twentieth century this area declined as manufacturing moved to 

peripheral locations in the metropolitan area or to other countries.  Thus, by the 1990s 

many of the old factories sat abandoned or were being used as warehouses.   

 

Building on the popularity of the Olympic Village, in the late 1990’s developers began to 

redevelop the adjacent parts of the Poblenou into multifamily housing.  City official 

became concerned, however, about the large scale conversion of a former job center into 

a largely residential area.  They did not want Barcelona to become a bedroom community 

for people working in other parts of the metropolitan area.  Rather they wanted to attract 
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new economy businesses to the area and recreate the Poblenou as an important new 

economy job center.   

 

To accomplish this goal, the city designed the 22@ program.  The 22@ program 

represented a radically different approach to redevelopment planning in Barcelona.  

Rather than the typical “morphological plans” done for small redevelopment areas, the 

city developed a set of development regulations that covered 115 blocks in the Poblenou 

area.  This regulatory plan limits the amount of residential development that can be 

included in redevelopment projects in the area and provides density bonuses for 

development designed for businesses focused on new economy businesses such as those 

based on information and knowledge technologies including those specializing in media 

and software development.  To attract such businesses the area, with the help of a quasi-

public development organization called Barcelona Regional, the city also updating the 

area’s infrastructure including centralized heat and air conditioning systems, 

communication conduits for the latest technology and a pneumatic waste collection 

network.  The cost of this infrastructure will be repaid to the city by developers as they 

redevelop the area.    

 

Within this broader planning framework more specific morphological plans are then 

initiated by both the public and private sectors.  The city began by proposing five 

morphological plans for area of the Poblenou.  Citizen involvement in those plans  
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was limited, however.  When those plans were made public several were bitterly opposed 

by local residents who felt that the development proposed was too tall, too dense and 

lacked the social amenities they thought were needed.    In the early 2000’s it was 

common to see banners hanging from balconies that once translated said “No 

Manhattanization of the Poblenou.”  Given the public opposition the city shelved several 

of those plans.  Thus, much of the redevelopment is the result of smaller scale private 

sector plans. 

 

Phase 5: A Cultural Olympics: The Forum Between the Diagonal Mar development and 

the Besos River was an area containing an incinerator, a power plant, a sewer treatment 

plant and one of the most troubled housing estates in the metropolitan area.  The city 

decided it needed to “reclaim this forgotten section of the city.”  More specifically, they 

wanted to continue the sea front restoration, encourage the utilities to upgrade their 

facilities utilizing more environmentally friendly technology, and to better balance the 

city by creating a new activity node in the northeast section of the city.  The city also saw 

a need for a second conference center and for the revitalization of an adjacent troubled 

housing development called La Mina.   

 

The question was: How was this ambitious project to be paid for?  The city came up with 

the idea of hosting another major international event and using it as a means of securing 

contributions from the national and regional governments.  They looked into possibilities 

for hosting a Worlds Fair and other international exhibitions, but host cities for those  
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events had already been selected well into the future.  Therefore, the city decided to 

create a new international event, called The Forum on Culture.   

 

The Forum on Culture was a four-month event held in Barcelona from May to September 

2004.  It was designed to further three goals: cultural diversity, peace and sustainable 

development.  It included exhibitions on environmental topics, the diversity of languages 

in the world, and urbanization.  It also included hundreds of dance, music and theatre 

performances. Marketing of the Forum was done throughout Spain and the world.   

 

The Forum related urban development included: a new convention center and a separate 

3,200 seat auditorium; a marina for large pleasure boats; a new beach; the refurbishment 

of the power and sewage treatment plants, three outdoor amphitheatres, and a giant 

photovoltaic panel to provide electricity to the site.  The plan also calls for a new aquatic 

zoo and a university campus, although these were not constructed in time for the Forum.   

 

In spite of the progressive themes of the Forum, it was criticized on several accounts.  

Most relevant to this paper, neighborhood groups surrounding the Forum site, as well as 

larger scale non-governmental organizations, were not involved in the planning process.  

Similar to planning for the Olympics, such as large scale project was seen by local 

officials and the forum’s commercial sponsors as to important to be delayed or 

significantly influenced by the concerns of local residents.   Thus, they were largely 

excluded from the planning process.  Moreover, in combination with the adjacent 

Diagonal Mar project, there was great concern that the Forum project, with its luxury  
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boat marina, would lead to the gentrification of the surrounding area, which was 

inhabited by working class families.   

Analysis 

Upon analysis, it seems clear that the city of Barcelona initially followed a 

redevelopment model that focused on improving the quality of life of a broad range of 

city residents.  That model involved residents in the planning process, and focused on 

improving the quality of life for Barcelona’s residents.  It was that model of 

redevelopment that attracted international attention and established Barcelona’s 

progressive reputation on this topic.  

 

More recent redevelopment models, however, have emphasized larger, privately 

sponsored, and externally focused projects more constant with the growth machine 

concept.  Clearly there was a need for larger projects, like ring roads and conference 

centers, but the initial involvement of neighborhood groups in the planning process did 

not have to go by the wayside for these projects to be realized.  In the more recent 

redevelopment planning in the city the economic interests of key growth machine actors--

such as investors, developers, bankers, and real estate agents—seem to have taken 

precedence over those of middle- and lower-income residents, and this has had several 

negative impacts on the city.   

 

One negative impact is that the more externally focused redevelopment projects have 

helped fuel real estate speculation in the city.  Looking at housing costs, in 2004 the 

average purchase price of a 1.000 sq. ft. condo was about $520,000, well beyond the 
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means of working class families.  Moreover, out of a total of approximately 600,000 

dwelling units in Barcelona, at least 20,000 are being kept off the market and that number 

may be as high as 90,000.  Speculators would rather keep the units empty than rent them 

since sitting tenants can complicate sales.  The run up in housing prices in the city has  

housing costs to the point that many young people cannot afford to move out of their 

parent’s small flats and many immigrants are forced to rent beds by the hour.   

Another impact of the drift toward the growth machine model is the exclusion of 

meaningful citizen participation in the redevelopment planning process.  After an initial 

period of strong neighborhood group involvement, those groups were marginalized in the 

larger more ambitious projects taken on in more recent years.  (Quote) 

 

Although Barcelona has been developed on the Mediterranean model of dense 

development, there is some question as to how much additional density the city have 

accommodate given its public transportation infrastructure and the level of traffic 

congestion in the city.  Most of the redevelopment projects are resulting in substantial 

increases in density, which will have impacts the city’s transportation systems and its 

environmental conditions.  Many of the city’s main streets are already congested as are 

many of the public transportation routes including both metro trains and buses.  This 

congestion leads to poor air quality and to high noise levels from motor bikes, cars and 

busses.  The city needs to consider these negative impacts in its revitalization planning.  

It needs to consider the cumulative impacts of high density redevelopment projects on 

congestion and environmental quality.   
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The reasons for this movement toward a growth machine model of redevelopment are 

historical, cultural and economic in origin. The historical factors include Barcelona’s 

treatment under the Franco Regime, and its competition with Madrid and other world 

class cities.  Given that Barcelona was a center of the Republican resistance to Franco’s 

rise to power, from 1936 to Franco’s death in 1975 Barcelona was provided with very 

little in the way of funding for major infrastructure projects.  In addition, planning 

regulations were quite weak and allowed development without the provision of adequate 

urban infrastructure such as paved streets and public open space.  Thus, in 1979 when the 

city gained control of its destiny it had a tremendous backlog of infrastructure needs and 

limited funding.  It also had neighborhood plans that had been developed by community 

improvement groups that focused on neighborhood level improvements such as the 

creation of new parks and squares.  As a newly elected government, the socialist party 

also wanted to show the citizens that they were going to improve the quality of life for 

the average citizen.  Thus, small scale neighborhood improvement projects made sense 

from both an economic and political sense.   

 

A countervailing historical factor is the strong regional pride in the Catalan culture and 

language, coupled with competition with Madrid and other world class cities for status, 

growth and attention.  The competition between the cities of Barcelona and Madrid goes 

back at least to the 1714 conquest of Catalonia and Barcelona by the Castilians whose 

capital city was Madrid.  Public officials in Barcelona continue try to keep up with 

Madrid in terms of both economic and population growth, although Madrid is a much 

bigger city.  One example of this competition is that the building of a second conference 
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center in Madrid led Barcelona’s city officials to seek a second conference center of their 

own, which was built as part of the Forum on Culture project.  The City of Barcelona has 

also been actively competing with other world class cities for investment.  Such 

competition favors large, externally focused development such as conference centers, 

exhibition sites and other developments designed for visitors rather than local residents.   

 

The main cultural factor explaining the shift toward the growth machine model of 

redevelopment is the very strong culture of entrepreneurship in Catalonia and Barcelona.  

Historically, the second sons of Catalan farmers often moved to towns and cities and 

opened shops to sell their family’s produce.  Even today Barcelona has tens of thousands 

of small shop keepers as well as the typical assortment of larger scale entrepreneurs.  

Moreover, these entrepreneurs are very well organized as evidenced by the Catalan law 

that protects small businesses by regulating the number of malls that can be built in each 

city.  This culture of entrepreneurship tends to support large externally focused 

development as it brings more people to the city and is good for business. 

 

At least two economic factors also help explain the drift toward the growth machine 

model of redevelopment.  First, the rise in the internationalization of investment capital 

over the last two decades means that the City of Barcelona cannot ask developers for as 

much in the way of social amenities or developers will take their investments to other 

cities.  Given its locational and cultural advantages, the City of Barcelona is in a better 

position to ask for social amenities than many cities, but it is still a significant constraint.     
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The second economic factor is the very high homeownership rate in the city.  Upwards of 

80 percent of the city’s households own the dwelling units in which they live. Thus, a 

large portion of the populace is benefiting from rapid property appreciation, which is, at 

least in part, the result of the city’s redevelopment efforts.  But the poorest residents have 

suffered from the rapid escalation of housing costs and rents and there are very few 

housing opportunities for immigrants and young people.   

 

Although Barcelona’s redevelopment policy is moving to a growth machine model, there 

are still some important differences between the redevelopment model in the city and that 

in the U.S. cities.  For example, Spain has a provision in its constitution that 10% of the 

profit from land development must be returned to the public sector and the Catalan 

regional government has said that those funds should be used to providing price regulated 

or “protected”  housing. Yet, this provision does not apply to redevelopment, although 

they were trying to change this in 2004.  Moreover, according to public officials 

interviewed, the funds generated by this provision are sometimes put into the city’s 

general funds and are not used to provide protected housing.  

 

Catalonia also has had a requirement that 20% of housing built in redevelopment areas be 

protected housing, and the city of Barcelona has increased this to 25%.  These protected 

units must be sold for no more than 3.5 times the minimum wage, adjusted for family 

size. Yet, these units sell for well above what a poor family could afford and according to 

public officials interviewed the oversight of this regulation has been lax.  Thus, many of 

these units do not go to the truly needy upon sale or resale.  
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 Barcelona’s development regulations call for the developers to pay for public 

infrastructure including parks, plazas, gardens and community centers.  The city will 

often pay for public infrastructure improvements in a redevelopment area and those costs 

are then reimbursed by developers as they develop properties.  Given the very large 

increases in density allowed in the redevelopment areas, however, it’s not clear that these 

improvements are adequate to serve the needs of the occupants and citizens complain that 

some of the open space provided by developers has restricted access.  

 

Conclusion 

Barcelona’s reputation as a progressive city with respect to its revitalization planning is 

largely based on what was done several years after the restoration of democracy.  For 

both economic and political reasons, its newly elected socialist government focused its 

attention on improving the quality of life for the average citizen.  After that time that 

initial phase, however, its planning has drifted toward models of redevelopment planning 

more consistent with the growth machine idea, where business interests take precedence 

over those of the residents.   

 

This is not to say that there are no important differences between redevelopment planning 

in Barcelona and that in the United States, only that over time the two types of planning 

are looking more similar.  Even though the public benefits provided by developers in 

Barcelona are not as great as they might appear or as great as some would like, they are 

still more that are typically provided by developers in the US.   
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It is also fair to say that some of the larger, outwardly focused redevelopment projects in 

Barcelona have not had positive impacts on the general citizenry.  Clearly, there was a 

need for large scale infrastructure improvements and many of those improvements were 

important in attracting jobs to the city.  Yet, one might have expected a socialist 

government to have involved citizens in these projects to a greater degree.   

As one looks at the economic changes that have taken place in recent times, it is not 

surprising that Barcelona’s urban revitalization activities look more like what would be 

found in US cities.  With the internationalization of economies and capital, cities find 

themselves in a highly competitive environment.  If they want to attract businesses and 

capital they cannot ignore the interests of those interests.  Fortunately, Barcelona’s 

locational and cultural attributes give it a head start in this competition, so it is in a better 

position than most cities to ask developers for more in the way of social amenities that 

contribute to the quality of life for its citizens.    

 

References 

Calavita, N. and A. Ferrer (2000) “Behind Barcelona’s Success Story: Citizen 

Movements and Planner’s Power.” Journal of Urban History, 26, 6: 793-807. 

Castells, M. (1979) The Urban Question. Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press. 

Castell, M. (1983) The City and the Grassroots. Berkeley: University of California Press.  

Clos, Oriol (2004) “The Transformation of the Poblenou: The new 22@ District.” In T. 

Marchal (ed.) Transforming Barcelona  London: Routledge.  

Harvey, D. (1973)  Social Justice and the City. Baltimore MD: Johns Hopkins Press.  



 33

Logan,  J. and H. Molotch (1987) Urban Fortunes: The Political Economy of Place. 

Berkely CA: The University of California Press  

Marshall, T. (1996) “Barcelona -- fast forward?  City entrepreneurialism in the 1980s and 

1990s.” European Planning Studies, 4, 2: 147-65 

Naya (1996) “The Neighborhood Associations.” In Josep Lluis Mateo, ed. Contemporary 

Barcelona 1856-1999 (Barcelona: Centre de Cultura Comtemprania)  


