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Abstract 
 
Many cities with a highly industrial past have developed regeneration programs to 
overcome the challenges derived from the deindustrialisation and tertiarization of their 
societies. These transformation processes are supposed to be articulated through a 
planning process that analyses the human, economic and physical resources of the 
territory and how to transform them in an integrative and sustainable way. However, 
evidence has shown how little attention has been paid to involving the local population 
in these planning processes. In the present study we will analyse El Poblenou, a former 
industrial cluster located in Barcelona that has experienced an intense process of 
rehabilitation over the last decades. Throughout this process –initially developed 
unilaterally by the City Council –an active and steady grassroots movement has 
spearheaded the protection of the industrial heritage. Thus, this case study shows how 
local citizens, often strongly connected to it, can be the best advocates for the preservation 
of this type of heritage.  
 
Introduction 
 
Many cities with a highly industrial past in Europe, the US and, more recently, the Global 
South have developed regeneration programs to overcome the challenges derived from 
the deindustrialisation and tertiarization of their societies. Often, these programs draw 
inspiration from Richard Florida
11’s theses on the ‘creative city’, despite the criticism that these theses have gained over 
the years amongst scholars. In this sense, the creative city has been seen as an inseparable 
factor from gentrification and other alienating and excluding processes that show how, 
more often than not, urban rehabilitation ends up becoming instead a “dehabilitation” for 
the preexisting tissue of the territory2. In these cases, it is noted how the identity of the 
territory regenerated has not been transformed but erased. In that sense, we can argue that 
these regeneration processes are not always sustainable, for they are not respecting the 
social and cultural environment where they are held.  
In order to avoid this scenario, these transformation processes are supposed to be 
articulated through a planning process that analyses the human, economic and physical 
resources of the territory and how to transform them in an integrative and sustainable 
way. In this sense, the engagement of the local population has been pinpointed by 
reference bodies such as UNESCO as a crucial factor to ensure the sustainability of the 
transformation process at all levels. However, evidence has shown how little attention 
has been paid to involving the local population in these planning processes, and how rare 
cases developed bottom-up tend to be. Commonly, these processes are held with a Level 
1 (information) or Level 2 (collaboration) of participation from the local population3.  
 
The relationship between heritage and citizen engagement is linked to valuable concepts 
that have gained more and more relevance in heritage studies, though some of them are 
still too recent to lead to definitive results. For instance, the influence that cultural heritage 
can exert on social factors such as embeddedness, cohesion and placemaking has been 
frequently discussed, but there’s still a lack of empiric research able to provide specific 
outputs4. Notwithstanding this gap, it seems certain that these connections are particularly 
relevant when it comes to industrial heritage, as it has constituted a focal point in the lives 



of local populations in recent times5. Nevertheless, some variables impede an adequate 
process of valorisation, one of those being the fact that awareness towards the values 
linked to industrial heritage is still lower as towards other types of architectonic or artistic 
heritage. Furthermore, industrial heritage frequently conflicts with contemporary 
community life6.  
This paper analyses the importance of community engagement in relation to processes of 
urban regeneration. The research is based on a case study in El Poblenou, traditionally an 
industrial quarter of Barcelona that has undergone an intense process of transformation 
over the last decades –at the end of the century, because of a spontaneous process linked 
to common tendencies of economic delocalisation and tertiarization; since 2000, due to a 
process initiated by municipal authorities, clearly inspired by Florida’s theses and that 
has been actively confronted by grassroots groups. This confrontation has obliged the city 
council to realign the project and to adopt a more respectful approach towards the 
preexisting tissue and the industrial heritage present in the neighbourhood.  
Research has been conducted through documentary investigation (including sources 
located in local archives and press releases from the last two decades) and through 
fieldwork consisting of visits to former industrial complexes and semi-structured 
interviews with neighbours and other agents involved in the transformation of the 
territory.  
 
The transformation of El Poblenou: a case study in Barcelona 
 
The 22@ Plan, approved in 2000, was designed by the Barcelona City Council with the 
manifested intention to reactivate El Poblenou as an economic pole according to emergent 
sectors7,8 –namely, the ICTs –that are key in the so-called cognitive-cultural economy9 or 
new economy10. The requalification of 200 hectares of industrial land aimed to ensure a 
more balanced blend of uses, but focused on promoting the @ activities, that are “those 
that use the talent as the main productive resource”111 and “with independence to the 
economic sector to which they belong”212.  
Amongst the local citizens, the optimism generated by the theoretical conceptualisation 
of the plan was dented when it became apparent that the requalification could be seen as 
a veiled speculative operation that would benefit big landowners with millionaire capital 
gains and could potentially bring in residential gentrification, productive delocalisation 
and destruction of built heritage13. In order to avoid these effects, a number of 
multifaceted collectives grouped under the Platform against the 22@. For different 
reasons, these collectives had a very strong connection with the industrial heritage of the 
quarter and decided to take action against a regeneration plan that was seriously 
threatening its preservation. Based on their backgrounds and rationale, we have classified 
these collectives and their motivations as follows: 
 

a. Grassroots mass –namely residents and workers at El Poblenou. It is remarkable 
the role that played the “El Poblenou Neighbourhood Association”. To this day, 
this body has remained very active in the enhancement of the community and in 
the defence and divulgation of the quarter’s industrial heritage. .   

b. The artistic net, which had been renting unused industrial complexes in the quarter 
since the 80s and that was being left without an affordable workshop space.  

 
1 Translated by the author. 
2 Translated by the author. 



c. A group of academics that were experts in industrial heritage, assembled under 
the “Industrial Heritage Group of the Besòs Riverside Forum”, that highlighted 
the great historic and social value that this set of heritage had. 
 

It can be said that the historical path of the quarter as a working-class area defined not 
only its urban landscape but also its idiosyncrasy: residents, who feel connected to places 
that determined the lives of their families, have also grown a powerful partnership spirit 
that drives the community to actively defend them. Beyond the tangible values of this 
heritage, we understand this associative vigour as one of the most significant intangible 
values that industrial heritage has imprinted in El Poblenou.  

 
The best defence is a strong offence: against the 22@ Plan, in favour of the industrial 
heritage. 
 
The Barcelona City Council maintains that the 22@ Plan established mechanisms to 
preserve the industrial heritage of the quarter14. Truth is that these mechanisms were 
effectively insufficient as much as for the number of listed elements (22 in 199815, 68 in 
200616) as for the fact that the lack of cataloguing implied de facto that big landowners 
had a free hand to tear them down if they wished to.  
Actions deployed to restrain the implementation of the plan were large, diversified and 
lengthy, and were widely reported by the press and the academic literature3. These actions 
were initiated shortly after the 22@ Plan began to be implemented in 2000, and were 
intensified after the eviction of some artists and manufacturing companies from the 
industrial complexes that they had been renting and after the demolition of some of these 
buildings. The actions included demonstrations, squats, guided visits at the industrial 
sites, artistic performances, several attempts to contact the municipal and the national 
political authorities, and the preparation of multiple reports that stated the value of some 
of the buildings, elaborated by the Industrial Heritage Group of the Besòs Riverside 
Forum.  
These actions have forced the municipality to amend the 22@ Plan on various occasions 
and to deploy a regeneration project that achieves a broader consensus amongst the 
grassroots stakeholders. These amendments culminate in a formal agreement signed by 
all parties (City Council, grassroots collectives and enterprises) that reflects the requests 
expressed on a participatory process held in 201717,18 and that upgrades the degree of 
participation of local stakeholders to Level 3 (Joint decision making)19. Thanks to the 
citizen movement, some of the elements that were bound to disappear have been 
safeguarded –even though, in some cases, under very poor conditions. In general, the 
approach towards the industrial heritage of El Poblenou has become much more 
respectful, as the successive additions to the cataloguing show (see Figure 1).  
Thus, we sustain that, in El Poblenou, heritage reuse and regeneration have not 
materialized through citizen engagement, but because of –or thanks to –it.  
 
 

 
3 See complementary bibliography. 



Figure 1. List of heritage elements added to the official cataloguing in successive years. 
Source: Ajuntament de Barcelona20.  

 
Conclusions 
 
Heritage valorisation is often linked to processes of urban renovation21. This is 
particularly common in contexts with a significant amount of unused industrial heritage. 
Lamentably, more often than not the regeneration of these territories entails the neglect 
of its preexistences, which can result in a regeneration plan developed not only without 
the agents of the territory but against them, as seen in El Poblenou. Not involving the 
local population conflicts with the aforementioned recommendations of experts and 
bodies such as UNESCO, but also with the concept of heritage itself: in recent decades, 
the vision of heritage as a social construct has gained weight; 22 civic society should thus 
not be excluded from the decision-making process.   
 
In this regard, the present case study shows how citizen engagement is not merely 
tangential, but a determining factor in the preservation and valorisation of industrial 
heritage. This is due to the fact that, as it has been found, it can generate a strong 
connection at different levels (economic, emotional, etc.) amongst various local 
communities with multiple and sometimes even conflicting backgrounds. In this sense, it 
is striking how frequently is the term obsolescence associated with industrial heritage 
considering that this heritage is felt to be a central and very much alive part of many 
citizens' sentiments. In Barcelona, such bonds have been decisive for the future of its 
industrial heritage because they impelled grassroots stakeholders to take action against 
the official plans and forced the City Council to amend the 22@ Plan and the industrial 
heritage cataloguing on various occasions.  
We conclude that the existing tie between local citizens and (industrial) heritage is the 
best advocate for its future sustainability. Therefore, the active participation of civic 
actors is indispensable in discussions about its reuse.  
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