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THE URBAN FRINGE AS HERITAGE: INTERVENTION STRATEGIES

NOELIA CERVERO SÁNCHEZ*

Abstract: The social housing estates built in Spain during the Franco dictatorship 
currently present less than adequate living conditions in addition to problems of 
a social nature and those stemming from urban blight. There are many issues to 
take into account when it comes to deciding on the most appropriate form of in-
tervention, which will be evaluated by means of different operations in order to 
contribute to the development of this model of action: should they be dealt with 
as more current versions of these estates that are integrated into the city and gen-
erate life, or on the contrary, should more radical policies of urban redevelopment 
be applied?

Key words: Urban Rehabilitation. Redevelopment. Housing Estate. Obsolescence.
Urban Fringe.

THE LEGACY OF INHABITED SPACES

the successive processes of urban growth that have been expanding infrastruc-
ture networks until the present day have led to the creation of disperse metropol-
itan areas that are made up of a complex collage revolving around the traditional 
city1. The sum of different strata constitutes the hallmark of a landscape, in which 
knowledge of what the old inherited urban fabrics are and mean today is essential 
if we are to deal with the problems that arise in them. Indeed, the nature of these 
expansion zones and the trends affecting their immediate surroundings determine 
whether they are now integrated into a coherent continuum or maintain their mar-
ginal character, influenced by processes of rupture or of discontinuity. The natural 
tendency of these areas to become progressively fragmented, together with a great 
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1 ARIAS SIERRA, P., Periferias y nueva ciudad. El problema del paisaje en los procesos de dispersión urbana, 
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reduction in their densities and their complexities, require parallel processes of 
development and conservation, which give priority to their transformation rather 
than to the unsustainable occupation of land2. 

In Spain, the colonizers of these fringe areas are in many cases the large-scale 
housing estates that came into existence between the 1940s and early 1960s. Hast-
ily built to cope with the housing shortages affecting the most industrialized towns 
and cities, they have become a construction typology commonly found in contem-
porary Spanish cities. Their creation was the result of a strict policy with a stand-
ard design for the entire country and its morphology, and of intense investigation 
that looked to the Modern Movement in an attempt to optimize construction sys-
tems, typologies and models of composition. The incomplete implementation of 
the principles of rationalism, owing to the speed with which the processes were 
carried out and to restricted economic resources, led to this experimental model 
becoming materialized as a serie of residential conglomerations of poor quality 
and limited prospects for proper urban development. The uniformity of these de-
velopments, generally unconnected to the surrounding area and to the reality of 
the local areas, had a great impact on both the landscape of the urban fringes and 
the population residing in them. 

Over time, these intial imbalances increased and, combined with total lack of 
control and maintenance, and an intensification in their autonomous nature, led 
to the early onset of blight, which would result in triple obsolescence. First, the 
physical obsolescence of the buildings gave rise to a progressive deterioration of 
living conditions owing to a series of flaws in construction. Second, obsolescence 
in the design was reflected on both the domestic level, with highly compartmen-
talized dwellings that were difficult to adapt to contemporary lifestyles, and on 
the overall planning level, with high densities and disconnected open spaces that 
were bereft of activity. Third, as a consequence of the previous two, social and 
cultural obsolescence was characterized by a selective loss of population that led 
to excessively uniform types of residents with limited economic resources and 
affected by problems of segregation and difficulties in adaptation.

Despite the conditions in which they came into existence and the situation in 
which they are now found, these housing estates are a living testament to their 
time. While they have no intrinsic value, they form a past historical context and a 
present human one, which means that if they are to be studied within the scope 
of heritage, they should be viewed from a perspective that is totally different 
from that applied in the case of monumental restoration. The specificity of their 
problems and their degree of protection imply the need to extend the traditional 
concept of heritage, in which factors concerning not only the buildings but also 

2 LÓPEZ DE LUCIO, R., Ordenar el territorio, proyectar la ciudad, rehabilitar los tejidos existentes. Premios 
Nacionales de Urbanismo 2004/2005/2006, Madrid, Ministerio de la Vivienda, 2009, p.124.



THE URBAN FRINGE AS HERITAGE: INTERVENTION STRATEGIES

[321]

the fields of urban development and society should also be taken into account. 
The purpose of these mechanisms is to preserve the environment of buildings 
that could be replaced or renewed, but which, in any case, should provide living 
conditions and levels of energy efficiency that are more appropriate for the pres-
ent day. Moreover, these types of assets cannot be considered separately, owing 
to the fact, on the one hand, that any changes made to them affect the city on the 
whole and the population living in it, and, on the other, that the complete inte-
gration of these projects is determined by their connection with their immediate 
context and with overall socio-economic distribution. 

This approach has given rise to a model of intervention with the aim of achiev-
ing the revitalization of these areas and not only the refurbishment of buildings. 
For this to happen, any material intervention made to the buildings and support-
ing infrastructures should be accompanied by an intangible intervention that is 
concerned with historical, social, cultural, environmental, economic and time-re-
lated aspects. If action is focused exclusively on material or physical aspects, 
gentrification3 processes will be enabled, through which the original population 
is replaced by another with greater purchasing power, transferring the problem 
to other areas. If only the intangible aspects are dealt with, this will encourage 
abandonment by more average families in search of better conditions, with the 
consequent deterioration of the social fabric. Therefore, the complexity of these 
operations lies in the requirement that both material and intangible actions are 
implemented simultaneously so that the effects in the different spheres will be fed 
back, providing the housing estates with a new life cycle that has a general, lasting 
effect, thus achieving their recycling4.

RECYCLING VERSUS REDEVELOPMENT

The relationship between the building formulas espoused by the Modern 
Movement and the effects of urban segregation has been considered since the 
1960s, when a worldwide campaign began to discredit social housing. The dem-
olition of Pruitt-Igoe housing project in Saint Louis, United States, in 19725 could 
be considered its symbolic starting point. When this complex was inaugurated in 

3 The process of urban transformation in which the population of a blighted area is progressively dis-
placed as the result of the increase in the price of their homes.The process of urban transformation in 
which the population of a blighted area is progressively displaced as the result of the increase in the 
price of their homes.

4 VALERO RAMOS, E., “Reciclaje de polígonos residenciales, una alternativa sostenible”, in SB10mad Sustai-
nable Building Conference, 2010, http://www.sb10mad.com/ponencias/archivos/area_a.htm. (Consulta-
tion date: 26 February 2013).

5 HALL, P., Ciudades del mañana. Historia del urbanismo en el siglo XX [Cities of Tomorrow: An Intellectual 
History of Urban Planning and Design in the Twentieth Century], Barcelona, Serbal, 1996. pp. 373-412.
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1955, it was internationally acclaimed as an experimental prototype inspired by 
the Athens Charter. But the lack of maintenance led to an accelerated process of 
decay and abandonment that finally turned it into a ghetto. The solution of demol-
ishing the complex, which was highly publicized by the media, demonstrated the 
failure of social housing programmes and of modern architecture6. Since then the 
negative effects of this type of architecture on its residents have been condemned, 
with the argument that it does not permit maturing of the man-land relationship. 
The poor reputation of public housing continued throughout the 1980s, reflected 
in a huge number of demolitions and its being turned into a political instrument, 
despite the housing shortages experienced in both Europe and the United States.

Coexisting with this trend towards the “blank slate”, belonging —paradoxi-
cally— to the Modern Movement, is a new awareness of land and its resources 
as finite assets, which has led to the consideration of urban transformation by 
means of operations involving pre-existing models. These types of interventions 
are guided by criteria of economic, social and environmental efficacy and, un-
like demolitions, prevent the production of solid wastes, make use of existing 
infrastructure and resolve problems of social integration by retaining the original 
population7. The French architects Druot, Lacaton and Vassal, defenders of the 
idea that “acting on something is more rewarding than erasing traces of the past”, 
propose a total reinterpretation of the ideas of rationalism, which they consider to 
be an unfinished process. With this as the starting point, the past is appropriated 
and built over: “never demolish, never remove or replace, always transform and 
reuse”. They study housing developments as heritage assets that are able to create 
value, which is why they consider it important to defend their position, analysing 
them based on their use and providing diagnostics for them. Without the need 
to rehouse the population during works, they design deep-seated rehabilitation 
projects with which they adapt the different housing types and radically modify 
the aesthetics of the buildings. Their concern for the residents of these buildings 
is seen in their way of treating public spaces as an extension of the interior, by 
means of a form of urban development that emerges from individuality8.

The completion of their intervention in the Tour Bois-le-Prêtre in 2011 was the 
materialization of these architects’ assertions9. This 1960s high-rise block, part of a 
housing estate in the north of Paris, underwent a process of metamorphosis that 

6 SAMBRICIO, C. et al., La Vivienda Protegida, historia de una necesidad, Madrid, Ministerio de Vivienda, 
2009, pp. 218-219.

7 VALERO RAMOS, E., “La cuestión: la obsolescencia de las barriadas residenciales”, in Revista Ciudad Viva, 
2009, n. 3, pp. 16-19.

8 DRUOT, F., LACATON, A. and VASSAL, J. P., Plus: la vivienda colectiva, territorio de excepción, Barcelona, 
Gustavo Gili, 2007, pp. 10-25.

9 DRUOT, F., LACATON, A. and VASSAL, J. P., “Metamorfosis de altura. Rehabilitación de la torre Bois-le-Prête, 
París”, in Arquitectura Viva, 2011, n. 139, pp. 88-99.
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lowered the density of the building and transformed it by increasing both interior 
and exterior private spaces. The lower and intermediate floors were enlarged to 
introduce service installations and equipment, and the floor plans were diversified 
to allow users the choice of a different model of dwelling. The main strategy con-
sisted of providing the building with a new skin, which added glass-enclosed and 
open balconies to each dwelling to increase the space available to the residents 
by 60-100% of the floor space. Walls were punched through to unite the interiors 
to these “bioclimatic extensions” which, protected by thermal panels and curtains, 
had the function of controlling the entry of light, solar radiation and ventilation, 
adding transparency to the façade. This type of completed example is important 
owing to its pull effect, and for its confirmation of the feasibility of these projects 
in being able to increase the useful life of whole areas of a city.

INTERVENTION STRATEGIES IN SPAIN

There cannot be said to be a specific tradition in Spain of intervention in 
consolidated residential areas of the type found in other European countries10. 
Although Spain possesses housing stock that is among the most underutilized in 
Europe, it is one of the countries that has invested the least in its management, in-
stead directing efforts towards continuous construction. Nevertheless, there have 
been isolated processes of redevelopment and renovation that can be analysed 
in order to evaluate the country’s contribution to revitalization of social housing 
estates.

Urban redevelopment processes

Urban redevelopment consists of the replacement of buildings by newly built 
ones, designed as part of an overall restructuring of the urban fabric11. This pro-
cess involves an extremely complex management process which, given its remit 
for complete renewal, eliminates any type of prior reference and requires the tem-
porary rehousing of the residents, causing a rupture that is difficult to overcome. 
This occurs when the buildings suffer from irremediable structural problems that 
tend to be combined with the functional inadequacy of the dwellings. Despite this 
intervention strategy being applied since the 1980s in Madrid and later in Barce-
lona, it has involved the adoption of a homogeneous criterion that may not be 
suitable if no differentiation is made between specific situations. Furthermore, it 

10 The report Les principales tendances de la politique du logement dans les pays de la CEE (United Nations, 
1980) had already considered the disquisition between demolition and reconstruction or renovation as 
a problem affecting the countries of the European Economic Community.

11 BLOS, D., Los polígonos de vivienda social: perspectivas hacia su recuperación en España, Francia y Bra-
sil, Barcelona, ETSAB, 1999, p. 324.
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requires the concentration of large-scale investment in a limited number of neigh-
bourhoods, which makes its general application impossible.

The absence of a genuine regional master plan or strategy during the first 
redevelopments taking place in Madrid meant that there were no effects of ur-
ban or socioeconomic integration in the areas that underwent this process. The 
rigid initial designs in the Programa de Remodelación de Barrios [Neighbourhood 
Redevelopment Programme]12 gave rise to operations that placed excessive im-
portance on the construction process and a total lack of attention to the other 
needs of their inhabitants. This is the case of the redevelopment of the pobla-
do dirigido or planned satellite town of Orcasitas (2,964 dwellings, 40.27 ha) in 
1976, directed by the architects Manuel Gutiérrez, José Ignacio Casanova and 
Eduardo Hernández. After its construction in 1957, structural problems caused 
by foundation settling were soon identified, combined with a parallel process of 
deterioration in its buildings and social fabric. The show of force made by a local 
neighbourhood movement in its campaign for improvements to the conditions of 
the homes won acknowledgment from the Spanish government of a “social debt” 
and its commitment to a general intervention, assuring the entire population of the 
district that they would be rehoused. The operation was based on the reconstruc-
tion of the two previous housing types —single family dwellings and free-stand-
ing blocks— while keeping their discontinuous layout, with clear contrasts and 
disproportionate expanses of open spaces that were totally lacking in function. 
Because housing was considered an end in itself, one of the initial goals of the 
programme, that of “creating a city” was not actually achieved. Instead, the result 
was the continuing existence of the negative factors that hindered the generation 
of life inside the estate. Outside, the surrounding voids were not given any treat-
ment that would encourage the development to become open to the encircling 
urban grid or to form any relationship with it. Moreover, the non-inclusion of any 
productive land uses did not contribute to combating the single-function nature of 
the project, leaving it unable to renew or vary its social composition13. 

Faced with the large number of districts in the Barcelona metropolitan area 
where the quality of building was so poor that renovation was deemed unfeasi-
ble, the regional goverment of Catalonia applied its Programa Reviure els barris 
[Revive the Neighbourhoods Programme]14, focused on building clearance and 

12 This was created prior to the creation of the Spanish autonomous regions in 1979. Its activities lasted 
until 1996 and covered thirty areas in the municipality of Madrid, involving a total of 837.8 ha of land. 
From the mid 1980s it focused its activities on renovation, with total redevelopment only carried out in 
irremediable cases.

13 RODRÍGUEZ-VILLASANTE, T., et al., Retrato de chabolista con piso. Análisis de redes sociales en la remodela-
ción de barrios de Madrid, Madrid, Revista ALFOZ-CIDUR, 1989, pp.142-146.

14 This began in the early 1990s and its scope grew spectacularly throughout the decade. It is currnetly 
managed by the Government of Catalonia-owned company INCASÒL.
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reconstruction, throughout the 1990s. The intervention in the Via Trajana neigh-
bourhood (656 dwellings, 6 ha) between 1995 and 2005, processed and execut-
ed by the Government of Catalonia’s Institut Català del Sòl [Catalan Institute of 
Land] (INCASOL) and designed by the teams of architects Ventura-Gil-Ventura, 
L35, Moisés Gallego and Joan Jorba, Jordi Bosch and Joan Tarrús, was a great 
improvement on previous situations. Key to its success was the fact that when the 
plans were drawn up for the new buildings, the conditioning factors of the land 
outside the actual intervention area were taken into account. Built in 1952 in an 
area adjoining Sant Adrià de Besòs and surrounded by infrastructure and industry, 
life in this district was separated from that of the city until 1995, when the radical 
transformation of the neighbourhood was begun in order to solve its problems of 
marginalization. Social fragility nourished the physical deterioration of outdated 
buildings suffering from degradation of cement, and their positioning perpen-
dicular to the railway line that formed the boundary of the district created open 
spaces with no clear exit. The new design for the development15 placed a band 
of linear blocks parallel to the railway line, forming a relationship with it through 
ground floor premises set aside for commercial uses, in order to revitalize activity 
in the district and to free up open space for the construction of residential towers 
and services16. These measures enabled the internal functioning of the estate, but 
the requirements of establishing links that connect it to the city and of achieving 
socio-economic integration with it are still pending.

The only solution available in order for this final aspect not to be left unre-
solved is to provide incentives for growing participation of residents throughout 
the entire process. The best example of cooperation between the different players 
(government, technical professionals and residents) is the redevelopment of the 
Trinitat Nova neighbourhood (1,941 dwellings, 20 ha) of Barcelona, which began 
in 2002 with the approval of the Plan Especial de Reforma Interior [Special Internal 
Reform Plan] and the first stage for the clearance and replacement of 250 homes 
designed by the architect Manuel Ruizsánchez. The estate was built in 1957 in an 
area of irregular topography, with the existence of infrastructure that did not serve 
it, causing situations of serious incompatibility with the buildings. Its location 
was considered ideal to connect the neighbouring localities with the metropolis. 
The 1997 idea of creating a plan to channel community participation in order to 
achieve an integrated intervention turned this project into a laboratory in which 
to test different collaborative methodologies involving technical professions and 

15 The conditioning factors for the process consisted of the requirement to build new homes before demol-
ishing the existing ones and to rehouse the residents within the municipality to which they belonged.

 PRADAS, R., Via Trajana més enllà de la frontera, Barcelona, Institut Català del Sòl, 2010.

16 SOLÁ, J., et al., Reviure els Barris, Barcelona, Departament de Política Territorial i Obres Públiques Gene-
ralitat de Catalunya, 2001, pp. 246-257.
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residents so as to create an “eco-neighbourhood” based on urban sustainability17. 
The criteria for the intervention were set out in a consensual manner by communi-
ty representatives, Barcelona City Council and INCASÒL, with the city council re-
posible for the design and INCASÒL responsible for constructing the new homes 
that would replace the 900 homes affected by degradation of concrete. The idea 
was to create a neighbourhood characterized by environmentally friendly con-
struction, energy-efficient dwellings and the use of renewable energy and water 
recycling systems18. The possibility that subsidized housing could be complement-
ed by free-market homes, the enhancement of the possible connections with the 
neighbouring districts and the opening of new transport links were actions in a 
single strategy directed at revitalizing the neighbourhood on all levels.

Comprehensive rehabilitation processes

Urban rehabilitation is a model of intervention focusing on improving living 
conditions, retrofitting buildings to adapt them to new building codes, and the 
redevelopment of open spaces, roads and infrastructure networks. It is conceived 
through the recognition of the specificity of an area and of its potential for re-
lationships with the city, and is included in an overall project for preserving the 
urban structure, with the possibility of occasional replacement of irremediable 
buildings or ones that hinder the area’s integration. The choice of degree of action 
depends on the structural problems found in the buildings, the needs of residents 
and the capacity of the managing entity19. 

Most of the interventions practised in Spain until the 1990s cannot really be 
considered rehabilitation actions with the sense that this currently has, given that 
they were directed at the preservation or improvement of buildings, but did not 
respond to a more extensive urban development operation20. These maintenance 
works began on public intiative as a response to community protests during the 
1970s under the title of Proyectos de Reparaciones Extraordinarias [Extraordinary 
Repairs Projects] and coexisted with other types of operations of a more intense 
nature that were put into practice when the living conditions and characteristics 
of the intial project did not adjust to those required. 

It was with these first experimental processes that the possibility of implement-
ing more profound rehabilitation was studied, with changed layouts for homes 
or increasing the surface area of existing homes. Most of the interventions of this 

17 VELÁZQUEZ VALORIA, I., “La participación social en el proceso de Remodelación de Trinitat Nova”, in Ciu-
dades para un Futuro más sostenible, (Consultation date: 10 April 2012).

18 SOLÁ, J., et al., Reviure els Barris, op. cit., pp. 224-229.

19 BLOS, D., Los polígonos de vivienda social…, op. cit., p. 333.

20 BUSQUETS, J., FERRER, A. y CALVET, L., Evaluación de las necesidades de rehabilitación, Madrid, Cegraf, 
MOPU, Dirección General de Acción Territorial y Urbanismo, 1985, p.20.



THE URBAN FRINGE AS HERITAGE: INTERVENTION STRATEGIES

[���]

type remained on paper owing to structural and functional complexity, although 
mention should be made of the rehabilitation carried out in the Madrid housing 
estate of Juan Tornero (1,098 dwellings, 6.72 ha) between 1992 and 1993, financed 
by the Instituto de la Vivienda de Madrid (IVIMA) [Madrid Institute of Housing]. 
The original 1959 buildings suffered from problems of overcrowding, which led 
to the design of a morphological transformation with the extension of floor space, 
improvement of common spaces and structural consolidation by means of mi-
cropiles. The operation consisted of the juxtaposition of a load-bearing structure 
against one of the façades containing the extension to the wet areas and the in-
corporation of a semi-open multifunctional space21, meaning that it would not be 
necessary to rehouse the residents during the building works. The reasons in this 
case that led to rehabilitation instead of redevelopment were of a more practical 
nature rather than one of conservation or associated with the sustainability of the 
process. The determining factors were the small intervention area, the practical 
non-existence of intermediate open spaces, savings on temporary rehousing and 
the difficulty in changing an urban structure that would have been unable to han-
dle the consequent population density had current parameters for living condi-
tions been applied. It is evident that the costs of this experimental operation, 1.5% 
higher than those of redevelopment with clearance, new buildings and provision 
of new services, and 15.4% higher than those of simple buildings replacement22, 
were determinant in this type of intervention not becoming more widespread in 
Spain. 

It is currently becoming more habitual to find medium-scale comprehensive re-
habilitation projects, which are designed to guarantee basic but decent living con-
ditions and the adaptation of the structures and function to present-day standards. 
On the construction side, these involve improvements to the hygrothermal perfor-
mance of the façades, updating of service installations and common elements, and 
upgrading accessibility by modifying building cores and installing lifts. This is the 
type of action being carried out on several social housing estates that were built in 
Zaragoza between the 1940s and 1970s. One of these is the intervention made to 
the Grupo Alférez Rojas housing estate (656 dwellings, 4.39 ha), with a layout and 
pilot project by the team formed by the ACXT and IDOM studios, coordinated by 
Eduardo Aragüés and Ana Morón, which began in 2006. This estate, built in 1957, 
presented building flaws related to function: lack of watertightness and thermal 
insulation in façades and roofs, outdated service installations and poor upkeep 
of common areas. It was listed as a Conjunto Urbano de Interés or conservation 
area, as were other estates in the city with similar characteristics, as a measure to 

21 The intervention involved 416 homes with a useful floor space of 37m2, which was not compatible with 
the average family of 6 members, and meant an increase of 35% in private space.

22 BLOS, D., Los polígonos de vivienda social…, in op. cit., pp. 341-348.
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control the restoration process. In 2004 Zaragoza City Council, through its housing 
organization Sociedad Municipal Zaragoza Vivienda, established the methodology 
for in-depth analysis of the physical and social situation of these estates, and put 
into practice a long-term intervention with criteria for innovation, connection and 
environmental sustainability23. 

This rehabilitation project was energy-related, not only through the actual de-
sign of the process, but also through the reduction in CO

2
 emissions throughout 

the life cycle of the buildings24. The upgrading of service installations and clad-
ding of façades were complemented with the installation of solar panels on roofs, 
measures that achieved increased levels of comfort and energy efficiency in the 
buildings, with average savings of 37% in energy use per home25. The application 
of these measures to the entire neighbourhood was an important instrument to 
encourage sustainability and succeeded in making energy affordable in these ar-
eas. Visually, this type of intervention had a decisive influence on the new image 
of the estate, by providing an outward appearance of innovation and revitalization 
in place of one that was traditional and monotonous, while maintaining its “formal 
unity and coherence”.

In terms of urban development, the scale of the social housing estates often 
determined the nature of the operation with regard to the potential for interven-
tions to cover a broader area. The scale of the urban landscape was highly present 
in the comprehensive action carried out in the Camp Redó neighbourhood (568 
dwellings, 2.3 ha) of Palma, Majorca. It was begun in 2008 with a building design 
by the NIU architectural practice led by Joan Cerdá26 and was a medium-scale re-
habilitation project carried out on buildings with specific modifications to the city 
grid. From the time of its construction in 1954, the atmosphere of social conflict 
perceived in the neighbourhood, the poor use of public spaces and the progressive 
deterioration of living conditions in the homes led Palma City Council’s Consorci 
per a la Rehabilitació Integral de Barris [Consortium for the Comprehensive Reha-
bilitation of Neighbourhoods] (Consorci RIBA) to carry out studies on the popula-
tion and their immediate reality in order to design programmes for the renovation 
of homes, services and infrastructures, in addition to socio-economic integration 

23 RUIZ PALOMEQUE, L. G., y RUBIO DEL VAL, J., Nuevas propuestas de Rehabilitación Urbana en Zaragoza: 
estudio de Conjuntos Urbanos de Interés, Zaragoza, Sociedad Municipal de Rehabilitación Urbana de 
Zaragoza, 2006.

24 The intervention on the Grupo Alférez Rojas estate won the 2010 Endesa Award for the most energy-ef-
ficient rehabilitation project.

25 This was verified in the rehabilitation project carried out using the same criterion on the Grupo El Pica- 
rral housing estate in Zaragoza. 

 RUBIO DEL VAL, J., “Rehabilitación Urbana en España. La experiencia de Zaragoza”. in Máster en Ecodiseño 
y Eficiencia Energética en Edificación, Zaragoza, 31 March 2011.

26 http://www.niuarquitectura.com/inicio.php. (Consultation date: 10 December 2012).
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and innovation27. The intervention made to the original linear layout of apartment 
blocks consisted of the removal of the residential blocks built perpendicular to 
the prevailing direction, which had been hindering the flow of transit, and the 
perforation of longitudinal blocks with intermediate passageways to provide per-
meability to public spaces through them. The actions on existing buildings were 
more invasive than in the previous case owing to the fact that the project not only 
aimed to update the living conditions in the homes and give them a renewed ap-
pearance, but also aimed to modify the use of public spaces from the perspective 
of the building morphology. As in the other comprehensive rehabilitation actions, 
the existence of a master plan, with studies of the estate’s relationship with the 
surrounding area and the totality of the urban area that allowed long-term specific 
actions to be designed was essential to guarantee the coherence of the process.

Urban transformation processes

Currently, both comprehensive redevelopment and rehabilitation plans are be-
ing focused on halting the deterioration of buildings, increasing the sustainability 
of the urban fabric, preserve heritage assets, reinforce social cohesion and encour-
age economic activity. In spite of the fact that their scale of action and aims are 
the same, the urban planning tools that regulate these two types of interventions 
have continued to be considered hermetic28. However, as a general rule, it would 
be desirable to have mixed actions set withing a diverse perimeter that are able to 
adapt to the different needs of buildings and the urban grid. The transformation 
of the Barcelona neighbourhood of La Mina (2,727 dwellings, 21.21 ha), executed 
through the Pla Especial de Reordenació i Millora [Special Redevelopment and Im-
provement Plan] approved in 2002, managed to combine differentiated strategies 
by providing a solution adapted to unique situations found within the same unit 
of execution. The physical transformation of the district was completed in 2010 
and received the European Urban and Regional Planning Achievement Award in 
the same year29 for materializing a process of urban renewal in which different 
scopes were integrated into a transversal project involving a variety of instruments 
and contents. 

Located in within the boundaries of the municipality of Sant Adrià de Besòs, 
the housing estate of La Mina was built in 1971 to rehouse residents of the shan-

27 Equipo del Consorci RIBA, “La rehabilitación integral de barrios: Un modelo centrado en la ciudadanía”, 
Communication for the International Congress Urban Rehabilitation and Sustainability. The future is 
possible, 2010, http://www.rsf2010.org/es/comunica. (Consultation date: 22 February 2013).

28 RUBIO DEL VAL, J., y MOLINA COSTA, P., “Estrategias, retos y oportunidades en la rehabilitación de polígonos 
de vivienda”, in Revista Ciudades, 2010, No. 13, pp. 15-37.

29 2006 Spanish National Planning Award, 2010 European Urban and Regional Planning Award and inclu-
sion in the Spanish Habitat Committee’s 8th catalogue of good practices.



NOELIA CERVERO SÁNCHEZ

[330]

ty towns that had mushroomed in the surrounding area. It was characterized by 
a fragmented layout, in which the concentration of services, acting as a central 
void between two residential areas, was complemented by a tense relationship 
between the buildings and the huge expanses of open space30. Attempts to modify 
the situation of serious social degradation that it presented since its first decade of 
existence had been unsuccessful. Its situation of marginalization began to change 
in the mid 1990s with the extension of the Avinguda Diagonal thoroughfare and 
actions related to the Fòrum Universal de les Cultures [Universal Forum of Cul-
tures] event of 2004, which brought value to its location.

The transformation of the neighbourhood started with the formation in 2000 
of a consortium between the Provincial Council of Barcelona, the Government of 
Catalonia and the municipal authorities of Sant Adrià de Besòs and the city of Bar-
celona to direct and execute a hybrid intervention. The operation, designed by the 
team of architects made up of Sebastiá Jornet, Carlos Llop and Joan Enric Pastor, 
had three basic ideas: centrality, to convey a sense of identity to the estate; diver-
sity, to add complexity on a physical, social and economic level; and exchange, 
to prevent social atrophy and fragmentation31. On a planning level, the central 
void was completely modified through the construction of an urban axis that con-
densed the three basic principles into a central avenue that created new spaces for 
activity, services and residential architecture. According to Sebastiá Jornet: [it was] 
“cut open so as to be sewn up again, but with the insertion of a good zip instead 
of simple stitching”. In order to design the public space, the idea of urban density 
considered, with regard to the distance and relationship between the buildings, 
and the coherence of the space that they defined32. The residential buildings were 
mostly retained, but with improvements to their living conditions and accessibility; 
certain buildings were selectively replaced and new arrangements were added to 
achieve a mix of building types that would enhance the diversity of the neigh-
bourhood. The services were also distributed throughout, with the best locations 
singled out in order to encourage transversal flows to the central avenue and 
exchanges between the neighbourhood and the rest of the city. Finally, parallel 
to these actions, an action plan was created that would span the socio-economic, 
occupational, educational, coexistence and community participation aspects. This 
different type of intervention, which was essential if the total transformation of the 

30 SAINZ GUTIÉRREZ, V., “Repensar la vivienda, reinventar la ciudad. La transformación del barrio barcelonés 
de La Mina”, in Proyecto, Progreso, Arquitectura, 2011, No. 5.

31 LÓPEZ DE LUCIO, R., Ordenar el territorio…, op. cit., pp.124-171.

32 The special plan was based on an flexible layout in order not to force any excessively rigid design solu-
tions. Essential aspects such as hygiene, order and urban significance were combined by defining three 
types of alignments: fixed or obligatory, flexible or sliding, and free in areas of movement.

 JORNET, S., LLOP, C. y PASTOR, J.E., “Plan de transformación del barrio de La Mina (2001-2010)”, in Revista 
Ciudad Viva, 2008, No. 2. pp. 28-29.
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area was to be achieved, was designed with very different time frames from that 
of the physical transformation.

CHALLENGES FOR INTERVENTION METHODOLOGY

In conclusion, physical decay in the urban landscape reveals difficulties of an 
economic, social and cultural nature that are not always in plain view, but which 
tend to characterize the urban fringe of Spanish cities. In general terms, the man-
agement process, the characteristics and demands of the affected population and 
the possible structural and urban design problems stemming from these obsolete 
residential buildings are determining factors for deciding what is to be the most 
suitable intervention process for each operation. The factor that is common to all 
of them is that they have to be designed with a larger territorial dimension that 
should prevail over the partial actions in each sector. 

Compared to the processes of redevelopment or construction of new urban 
areas, actions for conservation take as their starting point respect for the inher-
ited infrastructures and the awareness that resources are limited assets that have 
to be preserved as much as possible. When their environmental impact is con-
sidered, these processes are efficient both during their execution, by preventing 
the mass generation of waste from demolition and the emissions produced by 
the subsequent construction of new buildings, and during the new life given to 
the buildings as their energy efficiency is improved and they are adapted to the 
levels of comfort that are considered acceptable by present standards. They are 
also seen as an advantageous economic solution33, making them more feasible 
and therefore allowing them to become more extensive, and a social guarantee 
by preventing the greater need for rehousing during the process and solving the 
problems of integration with specific parallel programmes. 

As a challenge for the implementation of these types of interventions, a meth-
odology would have to be created based on three fundamental aspects: technical 
designs to resolve structural problems in buildings and planning problems, suita-
ble management and community participation mechanisms that enable the inter-
vention to be completed and not left unfinished, and means of finance focused on 
involving the private sector, which has remained on the sidelines until now. More-
over, as this is a new model for action, despite controlling targets, scales, players, 
resources, processes, and its own regulatory frameworks and management, urban 

33 As demonstrated by medium-scale rehabilitation projects carried out in Zaragoza, intervention on a 
home is equal to 38% of the cost of demolition and new build.

 RUIZ PALOMEQUE, G., “Conjuntos de Zaragoza. Método de planificación técnica y gestión para la rehabili-
tación y la regeneración urbana”, in Seminario Regeneración urbana integrada: cohesión social, respon-
sabilidad ambiental e integración urbana, octubre 2012.
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rehabilitation is not yet seen as a defined area of activity. It is therefore necessary 
to fill in the gaps, such as the absence of specific laws and regulations, and of 
appropriate technology and specialized technical professionals in order to create 
a separate and independent sector with which to rectify current urban planning 
methodologies**.

** I am grateful for the economic support received from the University of Zaragoza and Banco Santander 
under the project UZ2012-TEC-03. My thanks to Juan Rubio del Val for his previous guidance and to Pilar 
Biel Ibáñez for her comments and observations that have contributed to improve this text.


