
The creative city despite the ‘Creative City’. Key factors for sustainable arts-led 
regeneration programs. Èlia Casals Alsina 
 
Abstract 
 
The concept ‘arts-led regeneration’ is nowadays one of the trendiest slogans for the 
transformation of contemporary cities. The deployment of these transformations is 
commonly justified by the transmuting power attributed to arts and culture. However, the 
fact of culture becoming the driving force in the regenerated territory often remains 
rhetoric rather than reality. In fact, it has been observed that these transformations, 
commonly linked to the ‘Creative City’ theories developed by Richard Florida, can bring 
along several adverse effects, such as gentrification, polarisation and commodification of 
arts and culture. At this juncture, it becomes relevant to ask what makes arts, culture and 
creativity a sustainable driving force for urban regeneration, able to avoid these negative 
effects. Research has pinpointed the respect towards the pre-existences of the territory 
and the involvement of the local community as key factors in that matter. 
 
Based on this theoretical framework, we conducted a case study in Sant Martí, the former 
industrial centre of Barcelona. Over the last two decades, two municipality-led projects 
have affected the industrial and artistic heritage of this quarter. We determine the 
sustainability of each of them by assessing the extent to which they relate to these two 
pinpointed key factors.  
 
Introduction 
 
The concept ‘arts-led regeneration’ is nowadays one of the trendiest slogans for the 
transformation of contemporary cities. It has been observed, though, that implemented 
policies are commonly far from meeting the expectations and promises made on paper. 
In that sense, we argue that the term ‘arts-led regeneration’ is commonly misused or 
overused1: while conceptualisation of these plans suggests culture and/or arts to be the 
driving force of the regeneration, more often than not this remains rhetoric rather than 
reality. What is more, adverse effects such as social and productive gentrification,2,3,4 the 
bureaucratization of the creative processes5 and a polarization and degradation of the 
cultural workers’ labour conditions6 usually arise. 
This type of regeneration can be connected with Richard Florida’s theories concerning 
the ‘Creative City’, a concept broadly contested by academics, artists and other cultural 
agents. Despite persistent criticisms, these theories have become the inspiration for many 
policymakers in postindustrial societies, especially in those with a highly industrial past.  
 
The deployment of these transformations is commonly justified by the transmuting power 
attributed to arts and culture.7 At the same time, arts and artistic communities have often 
been connected to or used in gentrification processes,8 even though in some cases the 
artistic community has actually played an active role against the gentrification of the 
territory.9  
 
Research has pinpointed two key factors to make an urban culture-led regeneration 
sustainable –where sustainability is understood as the interrelation between social, 
cultural, economic and environmental aspects that warranty a long-term continuity of the 
project10. These two key factors are the following:  
 



I) respect for the “pre-existences”: pre-existing social, built and productive tissue 
of a territory needs to be taken into consideration when a transformation is 
designed.  
 
II) implementation of a bottom-up transformation: it has been proved that 
involving the local population in the decision-making process and the execution 
of the transformation is essential to ensure the viability of the regeneration,11 to 
the point that “cultural developments succeed depending on how well they engage 
with local communities and cultures”. 12  

 
Within this theoretical framework, we have conducted a case study based on documentary 
investigation and field research (consisting of visits to former industrial complexes and 
semi-structured interviews with local stakeholders) in the district of Sant Martí, the 
historical industrial centre of Barcelona that has overcome in the last two decades a very 
controverted regeneration through the 22@ Plan. Academic literature has given much 
attention to this process (see Complementary bibliography). However, very little attention 
has been paid to the intersection between this controverted plan and the project Art 
Factories, a municipality-led program based on a previous initiative developed by local 
artists. In this paper, we compare both plans in order to assess their sustainability 
considering the way they have been implemented in terms of citizen engagement and 
respect towards the pre-existences and identity of the territory. The main contribution of 
the research is to emphasize that arts can have a real and positive impact and therefore be 
a driving force for urban regeneration when these two key factors are taken into account.  
 
Three cities in a row: the tale of El Poblenou, in the Sant Martí District (Barcelona). 
 
I) Due to its placement –bordering with the Besòs River and the seaport, and close to the 
historical city centre of Barcelona –, Sant Martí was a significant industrial cluster from 
the 19th century until the last third of the 20th century. This historical path determined 
the district’s identity both tangibly (with a plethora of industrial buildings) and intangibly 
(breeding a strong associative spirit), and generated amongst the local citizens a strong 
attachment towards the industrial heritage.  
 
II) From the 1970s, several factories relocated their headquarters and the industrial 
activity in Sant Martí declined. The low price of the land attracted an increasing number 
of artists that set up their workshop in unused industrial buildings (mainly in El Poblenou 
neighbourhood). These artists established good relations with the territory and actively 
contributed to its sociocultural dynamization.13  
 
III) Against this backdrop, the Barcelona City Council presented in 2000 the 22@ Plan 
as an urban regeneration project that would turn El Poblenou into an “innovation 
district”.14,15,16,17 
 
The Creative City contra the creative city 
 
Despite not mentioning them explicitly, it becomes apparent that the 22@ Plan drew 
inspiration from Florida’s ‘Creative City’ theses. A priori, a project that identifies 
knowledge and creativity as driving forces behind urban development should be 
interested in taking advantage of such a rooted artistic network to articulate the 
regeneration of the territory; however, neither the initial approach of the 22@ Plan nor 



the first revisions to which it was subjected mentioned the cultural and artistic fabric that 
already existed in the neighbourhood, nor did these documents approach how to link it to 
the urban transformation.18,19,20 Indeed, the value of a creative city that spontaneously 
arose in the heart of the district was undermined. At the same time, there was a lack of 
consideration for an industrial heritage that was described as obsolete although some 
companies were still active and an important number of artists were vindicating it as 
valuable and breathful. The artistic community became thus actively involved, together 
with other grass-roots collectives, in the defence of these spaces and these networks.21  
 
The fourth in a row: lastly, a more sustainable regeneration of postindustrial Sant 
Martí 
 
Artists and companies, who were being evicted from former industrial sites, along with 
other grass-roots collectives, mobilized persistently against the 22@ Plan since its launch 
in 2000. At this juncture, the Barcelona City Council presented in 2007 the Art Factories 
project –a network of municipally-owned facilities based on the conversion of former 
industrial buildings– in order to promote artistic creation in a context in which the price 
of land was rising steadily and becoming unaffordable for artists.22 In other words: the 
program intended to replicate the traces of the creative city that spontaneously took shape 
in the last decades of the 20th century in El Poblenou and which the Creative City that 
emerged with the 22@ Plan was compromising. 
Although officially the Art Factories project alluded only very vaguely to the civic 
precedents that set its basis,23 its approach showed a greater sensibility towards the pre-
existences of the territory and a certain openness to citizen participation. Even though it 
is a project designed, led and coordinated by the local authorities, and in this sense 
implemented top-down, almost all of the arts venues of the network are managed by civic 
entities –generally, by the same ones that set them up originally. It is therefore recognised 
the value and engagement that these local entities have in the territory, and they are 
legitimised as optimal agents to be responsible for and take decisions in relation to the 
artistic activity of the district. The impact on the territory is also enhanced through an 
emphasis on artistic projects of community action.24  
On the other hand, this project shows a broader awareness towards the urban tissue, as 
the reuse of former factories warranties the preservation of industrial heritage, a decisive 
element to the shaping of the quarter’s identity.  
All of this contributes to enhance the sense of belonging amongst local citizens. 
 
The initiative was in general well received by artists and other collectives engaged with 
the industrial heritage,25 even though the artistic network maintains that this project has 
not brought back the cultural vitality that existed in the quarter before the implementation 
of the 22@ Plan, and notes that the Art Factories imply a bureaucratisation of the 
processes of access to spaces for artistic creation and an artistic gentrification by leaving 
out non-professional artists as well as amateur associations with great resonance at the 
community level.26,27,28  
 
Conclusions 
 
The 22@ Plan shows the risks of implementing the ‘Creative City’ theses without 
integrating the pre-existences of the territory and without engaging with the local 
community. The regeneration of Sant Martí was not only designed without considering 
the pre-existences of its industrial past, but ignoring also the traces of a more recent past 



–a past that, at the time of the implementation of the plan, was, in fact, the present of the 
neighbourhood –comprised of a rich artistic network. In other words, the attempt to 
implement a ‘Creative City’ was made without taking into account –or exploiting –the 
fact that a ‘creative city’ had already been developed in the territory to be regenerated.  
In Sant Martí, the Art Factories have alleviated some of the more controversial effects 
associated with the 22@ Plan –although this has not been conveniently acknowledged. 
This project has embodied a more sustainable culture-led regeneration, for it integrates 
both the industrial and artistic pre-existences of the Sant Martí district that shaped its 
identity. It remains clear that local authorities started to see the artistic community as an 
agent that brings worth to the territory –rather than a temporary asset as it has been 
considered in other cities.29 Moreover, and despite the fact that the project has been 
implemented by the City Council, it is deeply entrenched in the territory because it 
emerges from grassroots movements and because it hands over the management of the 
facilities to local civic agents. 
Therefore, we conclude that when the two pinpointed factors (respect for the pre-
existences and involving the local community) are taken into consideration the often-
questioned notion of the Creative City can in fact enhance communal identity, social 
belongingness, community attachment and sustainable placemaking.  
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