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SUSTAINABLE ECONOMIC TRANSFORMATION AND DECENTRALIZATION IN BARCELONA, SPAIN

By Joan Clos, Mayor of Barcelona

Barcelona is undergoing large-scale urban transformation for the landmark year of 2004, in which Forum 2004 will be held, an even bigger event than the 1992 Barcelona Olympic Games.

The following sections contain a review of way in which Barcelona has been governed, concerned about sustainable growth which is also egalitarian and democratic, in addition the key elements of the city’s dynamism and progress. Finally, some of the most illustrative experiences of this action will be presented, known throughout the world as the “Barcelona model”. This model relates to several points of paragraph 45 of the Habitat Agenda, referring to commitments towards enablement and participation, more especially objectives a,b,c,i and k. 

This paper will also elaborate on decentralization and institutional development (paragraph 177 of the Habitat Agenda).

1. Description and position of the city and the Metropolitan Region 

Barcelona is Spain’s second city, after the capital, Madrid. It is the cultural, economic, political and administrative capital of Catalonia, a region characterised by a high level of industrialisation, dynamism and openness to the exterior. 
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Position of the Metropolitan Region of Barcelona

Barcelona city, with more than 1.5 million inhabitants, is the centre of an extensive metropolitan region (RMB), which occupies a surface area of 3,236 km2, inhabited by 4.3 million people, in other words, 69% of the total population of Catalonia.

The Metropolitan Region is situated in sixth-seventh place in Europe in terms of population and local employment positions. The region is made up of not only the central city (Barcelona), but also a network of historic cities with a long industrial tradition, located within a radius of 35-40 km from the centre, which gives the region a polynuclear character. The region is diversified as a whole, but specialised within the different connecting centres from which it is formed, which gives it excellent advantages in terms of competitiveness and flexibility for adapting to change.

What is more, Barcelona’s geographical location, in the North-East of the Iberian peninsula just 150 from the French border, has allowed Barcelona to develop the function of a centre to a hinterland of 16 million inhabitants.

The RMB, with some 2 million employment posts, generates 72% of the Catalan GDP recorded over the last 15 years with a growth rate above the European average, with the result that GDP levels and income per capita have converged at one point per annum, placing them above average European values. 

Intense economic growth has resulted in a significant increase in activity in the service sector, with occupation levels of 79% in the city and 66% in the Region, while the RMB has high occupation levels in industry (25%). In fact, this contributes the bulk of Spain’s export capacity, as exports represent 22% of the total figure for Spain. The model for growth currently being configured will imply the transformation from activities with low levels of technology to activities which are more skills based and have greater added value, highlighted among which are activities which form part of the new economy.  

2. Forms of government: Democratic participation as a form of government

Barcelona has undergone a profound economic, urban and social transformation over the last 20 years, in which the City Council has played a key role, on the one hand as a generator and promoter of many large-scale initiatives, such as the Olympic Games, and on the other as promoter of other public agents and of a civil society, achieving consensus on an integrated project for the city. 

The establishment of local democracy in 1979 has resulted in government actions characterised by:

a- The application of the principle of subsidiarity.

b- Public-Private collaborations in large urban issues.

These two points are furthermore underlined in paragraphs 45.a and 45.c of the Habitat Agenda, which deal with promoting democracy, decentralisation of authority and resources as the most efficient means of channelling the citizens demands and requirements.

The principle of subsidiarity has resulted in regional decentralisation into city districts and supramunicipal cooperation at a metropolitan level for a growing number of issues: transport, the environment, regional planning, the design of large-scale interconnecting infrastructure (trains, airport, etc.) and telecommunications.

The first democratic City Council promoted administrative reform and regional decentralisation which enabled the development of civic participation, improving relations between social entities and increasing the possibilities of communication between citizens. The division of the city into districts has brought the Administration closer to citizens, making it possible to decentralise many of the procedures undertaken by the latter, whilst enabling integrated activities on a city district level. Undoubtedly, the participation of a civil society has been one of the keys to the success of the transformation of the city, giving it greater social use.  

On the other hand, thanks to the major activity undertaken by the city in respect of networks of associations, bringing together over 4,600 bodies, it has been possible for various public and private agents to participate in initiatives and projects, clearly influencing the development of the city on both an economic and human level. Some of the most noteworthy collaboration experiences include: 

· The association for the Strategic Plan of Barcelona, promoted by the City Council in which 10 important institutions of the city participate, including the University, the Chamber of Commerce, the Port, trade unions and employers’ associations, among others. Since its creation in 1988, it has put 3 Plans into operation, the latest of these with a time horizon from 1999-2005, the objective of which is to promote processes relating to social, economic and urban progress in the city and the RMB, by placing the city at the forefront of the new information and knowledge society. 

· Municipal advisory councils: advisory and participative bodies. These include the City Council and city bodies, institutions and personalities from various fields. There are advisory councils for: social welfare, women, pensioners, immigrants and youth. Highlighted among these are also those for education and professional and occupational training, the latter seeking the interrelation and dialogue between the worlds of employment and training.  This is an example of how local policies are aimed at less advantaged or disfavoured sectors of the population, in reference to paragraph 45.i of the Habitat Agenda.

· Similarly, the City Council promotes civil agreements and pacts which involve citizens, such as pacts relating to mobility and cleaning, which have been signed by representative bodies of the city and residents’ associations.

· Sector-based promotional bodies: Barcelona’s medical centre, Barcelona’s logistic centre, Barcelona’s university centre, Barcelona’s aeronautic and spatial centre.

· Industrial pacts throughout the RMB: regional associations, made up of local administrations, trade union and business organisations and bodies and organisms related to economic development and occupation. Their objective is to make a joint effort to optimise the value and function of the real employment market, namely the RMB.

3. A model of egalitarian and sustainable urban and human development

The progressive municipal actions over the last 20 years have placed special emphasis on egalitarian and sustainable urban and human development within the region. The development of economic potential has been accompanied by a process of equality, both in terms of social groups and gender, the fruit of intense rebalancing activities resulting from investment in districts and the development of social and education policy initiatives. 

At present, the rate of unemployment in the city is just over 6%, well below the average for Spain (9.3%) and the EU (8.0%), having fallen 12 points since 1986. In spite of this, reducing the differences that exist between unemployment rates between the sexes remains an objective of local government. 

The level of training in Barcelona increased considerably during the period 1991-1996. 15.8% of Barcelona’s total population hold higher education certificates, a figure above the average for the 20 major cities analysed by the Urban Audit for the European Commission (12.1%). What is more, the level of training has grown in every district of the city, with greater intensity in districts starting from a lower base, such as Ciutat Vella.

Between 1988-1996, the economic capacity of households grew significantly, the most important aspect of this growth being directed towards the less prosperous areas of the city, as a result of the spirit of social cohesion in various local policies. Consequently, specific social policies have been – and continue to be – implemented, offering assistance to pensioners, immigrants, abused women and the disabled.  

However, this has also contributed to promoting public accommodation for the young and the diffusion of new technologies throughout the population from the services offered by the company Barcelona Activa, a local development agency which contributes to economic promotion, occupation and helping new entrepreneurs. The activities of this company are clearly characterised by a strong social and integrationist profile, with special programmes for women and groups with less access to the employment market.  This agency is conducting new projects to help provide universal access to new technologies, offering training schemes and opportunities, an objective which is reflected in paragraph 45.k of the Habitat Agenda.

Of equal importance is the urban regeneration policy implemented in the city over the last few years which, apart from the large-scale projects which have deserved international acclaim, have aimed towards high quality town planning in all districts. The regeneration of historic centres of the city with the creation of exclusive areas for pedestrians, the renovation of the basic axes and urban facilities are just some of the most typical activities.  

The new challenge facing the city is the integration of the wave of foreign immigrant population entering the city, which has increased from 2.7% in 1999 to 5.5% in 2001. This considerable increase, also being experienced in other regional areas, is necessary, otherwise the demographic structure would produce a deficit in the population of the working age; however, it is essential that this is undertaken in a balanced manner throughout the region in order to prevent the formation of ghettos and in a socially acceptable manner which respects the rights and obligations of all.  

4. Three illustrative experiences of municipal action
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Next Transformation Areas

a- The urban and social regeneration of the Historic Centre.

b- Project 22@. The transformation of a key area of the RMB, the old district of Poblenou, into one of the activities of the new economy.

c- Forum 2004. The conclusion of the process, initiated with the Olympic Games, of regeneration of the degraded coastal strip to the north of the city.  

a- The process of social and urbanistic transformation of Ciutat Vella:

Ciutat Vella is the city’s principle historic, culture and leisure centre, since it contains the majority of its historic and artistic wealth. It represents 4.3% of the surface area of the city and 5.6% of its population. This district has developed major deficiencies  in public services –particularly in terms of education and healthcare-, town planning and accommodation, as well as the progressive ageing of the population, the loss of economic activity and problems of marginalisation and unemployment. This situation has created degradation and social crisis in the historic centre. In order to counteract this situation, an integrated plan of transformation has been established, to renovate living accommodation, create public infrastructure, promote the economy and implement social welfare programmes. 

The process of integrated reform of the district has required public investment totalling 806 million dollars between 1988-1999, 46% of which was spent on facilities, 21% on public areas, another 21% on accommodation and 11% on infrastructure. Highlighted among the actions undertaken is the construction of the Museum of Contemporary Art and actions being undertaken in other museums, the installation for one of the city’s public Universities, the reconstruction of the Liceu and actions relating to civic centres and a public hospital, the construction of more than 2000 public residential dwellings and the refurbishment of 22,400 residential dwellings. A major part of the constructed dwellings has served to rehouse the residents of areas affected by the demolition of their houses, which were either in poor condition or which were affected by plans to open new spaces or roads, constructed in order to decongest the district.

Urban redevelopment and social policies have improved the life expectancy of the district, its education levels, its household income and economic activity, reducing the differences with respect to the city as a whole. The economic revaluation of the city has allowed housing prices to converge in relation to the average housing prices for the city. 

Today, the district is a large commercial centre with leisure facilities, which is making it one of the principal focuses of attraction for visitors to Catalonia, both by day and by night.  

b. Project 22@

This project aims to transform this area, with a long industrial tradition and considered to be the main industrial centre of Catalonia and Spain, into a new productive area with a new urban classification provided by the name of the project @ which will include economic activities with a preference towards new information technologies, the production and diffusion of culture and R+D activities. 

This project is being developed right at the heart of the urban centre and affects 117 ha., an area 3 times the size of Canary Wharf in London. It is, therefore, one of the largest projects in the field of the new economy in Europe. This district, located alongside the sea and benefiting from excellent access, from both the metropolitan road network and central areas of the city, is an ideal location for housing the economic activities of the new economy, which will replace the traditional industrial activities which have now become obsolete. 

Historically, this district is an example of a spontaneous but coherent mixture of industrial and residential uses, which have given it a rich and complex urban fabric. This project aims to preserve this mixture of uses and forecasts the construction of new residential dwellings, while increasing the provision of facilities and open spaces. 

c. Forum 2004
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Planning of the Forum 2004

To coincide with the holding of the Universal Forum of Cultures Barcelona 2004, the City Council proposes to conclude a process of urban, socio-economic and environmental regeneration around the bed and outlet of the Besòs River. A new area located at the seafront, on land which has been partially claimed by the sea, between the municipal districts of Barcelona and Sant Adrià de Besòs, will provide the emblematic area in which the Forum acts will take place; it is intended that the large-scale operations which accompany the event (conference centre, trade fair park, etc.) will subsequently revert to a final use which will serve the entire city.

The Universal Forum of Cultures Barcelona 2004 is an international event, originating from a City Council initiative with the support of the Autonomous and Central Governments, as well as being supported by UNESCO. This is based on three axes: the conditions for peace, respect for cultural diversity and the development of the sustainable city.

In particular, the Forum is based on sustainable urban development and for this reason it is intended that, on the one hand, that the large-scale operations being undertaken will be reclaimed by the city in 2005 and, on the other hand, that these will become models of urban development for the 21st century.  

The urban operations affect a total area of 184 ha. and are of a clearly environmental character, since they include the regeneration of the Besòs River, the remodelling of the purification plant, the refurbishment of the power station, the installation of a photovoltaic power station and the recovery of the beaches. Within this environment, a large conference centre, hotels, residential dwellings, a university campus and other facilities will be constructed. 

Within this framework of regeneration and refurbishment for this sector, it is intended to intervene in a district with a total surface area of 20 ha. and a population of 12,000-17,000 inhabitants with complex and difficult urbanistic and social problems which have been present for some time. This district requires actions relating to urban quality and housing, training and education, public safety, medical and social care, etc., which will require the collaboration of all the governing administrations. 
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