
 

  
 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Introduction 
 
Many cities in developed countries have witnessed urban renewal processes in recent         
decades, but in Spain the phenomenon has spread to the entire urban system. These types of 
action are usually promoted by public-private consortia whose partners seek different           
objectives: public entities aim to improve an area of the city in crisis, while private entities hope 
to obtain the greatest possible financial return, all within systems of urban governance in a   
context of competitiveness (Harvey 1989, Swyngedouw 2005, Alcalá-Santaella et al. 2011).  
 
Urban planning, too stringent for these speculative interests, did not offer a satisfactory                
regulatory instrument and thus a new, more flexible and ambitious model was launched, known 
as strategic planning. The aim of this new approach was to promote public-private partnerships 
that combined the interests of the public and private sectors. This was an ambitious goal              
seeing that the public authority sought to achieve social returns and the private investors to 
maximise profits (Asworth and Voogd 1990, Swyngedouw 2005). The challenge was to merge 
both positions in order to increase residents’ quality of life; however, rather than “socialising” 
private sector’s objectives, cities became converts to the tenets of business. 
 
Thus, the renewal of cities was guided by two other theoretical discourses from the world of 
business: enhancing competitiveness and marketing (Ashworth and Voogd 1990). Mayors were 
expected to think like company managers, defining business models, studying how to become 
more competitive and creating marketing campaigns to rebrand their product. 
 
In the urban transformation projects launched in the United States in the 1980s (but which      
subsequently spread to the rest of the developed world), renewal was promoted in a given  
central area, which became the site of a new emblematic feature with an avant-garde design 
that aspired to become the symbol of the new 21st century city. Renewal projects seek to                
catalyse a broader economic revitalisation process that will extend throughout the city;            
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Abstract: This article describes the rise of the term governance from its beginnings 
in the business world and the neoliberal economic thought through its application in urban 
renewal actions in the world’s major cities. Over the analysis, we argue that it was the  
theoretical discourse of urban governance and competitiveness that for decades enabled 
the private property sector to direct the urban regeneration processes of greatest added 
value. Changes in transport infrastructures and the abandonment of old industrial facilities 
left large central segments of the city available for redevelopment in line with the theories 
of post-Fordist capitalism. The global economic crisis has paralysed many of these             
projects, which had entailed the investment of large sums of public money and yielded low 
social returns. At the same time, criticism has been levelled against governance and            
strategic planning. Here, I examine the processes of governance and competitiveness as 
an urban objective and recent examples of urban renewal in Spanish cities. 
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however, the first consequence is an increase in house prices in the surrounding residential 
area, and gentrification. In effect, public investment paves the way for private profit and social 
exclusivity (Harvey 1989). 
 
The first city in Spain to adopt this model was Barcelona; not in vain had the city organised the 
first meeting of American and European cities in 1993 to exchange experiences of strategic 
planning, with a formidable list of participating institutions, including the World Bank, the               
Inter-American Development Bank and the European Commission. Nonetheless, with the           
renovation of the Nervión estuary and the inauguration of the Guggenheim Museum in 1997, it 
was Bilbao that proved the definitive spur to widespread the adoption in Spain of the cultural 
tourism model of urban renewal, a local variable that brings together tourism, property           
speculation, international architecture and high cost overruns (Somoza Medina 2013). 
 

Governance, strategic plans and urban competitiveness 
 
The term “governance” began to spread at the end of the 1970s in relation to the policies,    
management and internal administration of private enterprise (corporate governance), and it 
was used by neoliberal schools advocating the extension of economics methods to the rest of 
the social sciences (García 2009). Later, the term was used by the Institute for International 
Economics think tank, responsible for promoting the so-called Washington Consensus that in 
turn prompted the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund to stop lending to poor 
countries unless they established systems of governance, i.e. new methods of government 
characterised by effectiveness and efficiency, which reduced spending by implementing social 
cuts. Since then, the strategies for combating poverty adopted by these international bodies 
have involved intervention in the national economies of recipient countries, imposing severe 
economic adjustment programmes. In referring to better governance in the November 1989 
report on sub-Saharan Africa, the World Bank linked governance directly to development, as 
did the OECD shortly afterwards (Rojo Salgado 2009). 
 
In the 1990s, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) softened the term by 
speaking instead of “good” governance, which would be generated by demanding less state 
intervention in channelling financial assistance to undeveloped countries and greater                   
participation of “civil society”. This would reduce excessive verticality in international                   
cooperation models and facilitate horizontality, introducing the private sector and the third          
sector into decision-making processes in collaboration with the public sector. 
 
In 2001, it was the turn of the European Commission to designate governance as the ideal    
operational model for Community institutions, and by extension, all other local, regional, state 
and international public institutions. The white paper defined European governance as the   
regulations, processes and behaviours that affect the exercise of authority at European level, 
particularly from the point of view of openness, participation, responsibility, efficiency and            
coherence (European Commission 2001). 
 
Jan Kooiman (1993) has stated that the only way to govern dynamic, diverse and complex    
socio-political systems democratically and effectively is to incorporate the dynamism, diversity 
and complexity of our societies. Cultural, political and economic globalisation, the new                  
postmodern society, the crisis, in sum the troubled world in which humans have lived since the 
end of the 20th century all seem to lead inexorably to the need for a new system of                          
government, called governance, in which the owners of capital no longer need to hide behind 
politicians but can stand right beside them and guide public policy. In the words of Enrique 
Conejero Paz (2005), governance emerged in a scenario of institutional fragmentation, a             
network of complex public policies, and nebulous boundaries between the public sector, the 
private sector and civil society. Some authors even speak of governance without government 
(Rosenau and Czempiel 1992, Rhodes 1996) (think of the case of Greece or Italy), or of the 
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democratic legitimacy of governance (Martínez Brouchoud 2010). 
 
The increasing complexity of urban policies and public management has changed the                         
traditional formulas of urban government, ushering in the spread of the term “urban                              
governance” (Rodríguez et al. 2001, Blanco and Subirats 2012). Cities are governed by               
structural relationships between traditional organs of local government, private sector                     
institutions and associations, NGOs and citizens. Following a productivist model and guided by 
the criteria of efficiency in the provision of services and the subordination of redistributive social 
objectives to the imperatives of competitiveness and the promotion of economic growth, urban                    
governance fosters decentralisation and the fragmentation of responsibilities (Jessop 1997, 
Swyngedouw 2005). 
 
Governance, therefore, is a polysemic and ideological concept of neoliberal origin which is 
aimed at normalising the creation of public-private partnerships responsible for directing the 
policies, projects and management of democratic institutions (García 2009). This model has 
been gradually adopted by political institutions in a hierarchy from greater to lesser complexity, 
from global relations between the rich and poor countries, through supranational continental 
agencies, to central, regional and local government, first in the large cities and then in the rest. 
There has been a similar shift from territorial governance to urban governance, physically             
visible in the renewal processes that have taken place in major cities over the past three               
decades.  
 
Architects and geographers have analysed the transformations brought on cities around the 
world since the pioneering examples in the 1980s. Large-scale urban intervention in empty 
spaces in cities began in the United States in places such as Baltimore, Cleveland and                  
Pittsburgh, and later spread to the rest of the world, and cases have been studied in numerous 
cities (Davies and Townshend 2002, Pacione 2004, Pack 2004, Murayama and Du 2005, Lois 
González 2006, O'Donoghue 2014). In all of them, interventions have been linked to strategies 
aimed at rebranding and promoting the city in question, in a bid to boost urban competitiveness 
and to attract future investment. 
 
The model was almost always the same: urban interventions were carried out in decaying             
areas that had been abandoned due to industrial decline, decentralisation and productive             
restructuring or changes in the major transport infrastructures, in order to create appealing 
spaces that were attractive to the market, a new and exclusive urban area which was supposed 
to represent the entirety of the city’s image in the 21st century (Etulain 2008). In order to create 
new focal points, these urban projects have combined productive, residential, commercial,    
cultural and leisure uses and have incorporated a series of recurrent features designed along 
the same lines: emblematic buildings, the conversion of public space into spectacle,                 
conference centres, cultural and tourism infrastructures, theme parks, festivals and other                   
international events, all with the same goal of urban promotion and marketing (Somoza Medina 
2013). 
 
Major interventions were always initially advertised as self-financing projects that would                
generate income through rising land prices and the consequent contribution from large                   
companies in the property sector. In reality, however, such projects usually incurred significant 
cost overruns that were met by local, regional and central government, but never by the              
construction companies that were the real beneficiaries of the venture (Somoza Medina 2013). 
 
As long ago as 1989, David Harvey levelled criticism at these large urban projects because 
they employed direct public investment and fiscal and financial incentives to stimulate private 
investment, evidencing the change of direction in planning priorities and urban policies, which 
were now marked by the rise of a post-Keynesian style of government that embraced a                
corporate approach through the adoption of business methods by government institutions. As a 
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result, large cities were managed as if they were businesses, and rather than attending to             
residents’ needs, the goal was to be competitive in the network of international flows (Harvey 
1989). 
 
Strategic planning helped consolidate this vision of large urban projects as being the driving 
and guiding force behind urban development within the framework of a non-sequential, dialectic 
relationship between objectives, strategies and projects, a model that made it possible to             
circumvent stringent urban planning criteria and imbue urban government with the language 
and ideology of business. This strategic reorientation towards corporate urbanism thus                
assumed the existence of competition between cities, and consequently pursued competitive 
advantages in an attempt to project the image of a dynamic, innovative, stimulating and               
creative city capable of successfully competing to attract new productive investments and            
consumers, whether tourists or new residents (Swyngedouw 2005). 
 
The paradox is that the recurrent repetition of the same instruments and artefacts, from              
architectural design and the choice of “starchitects” to promotional slogans, reintroduced              
uniformity and non-differentiation among what were intended to be exclusive flagship projects. 
Rather than enhancing differences, these projects wound up creating similar landscapes 
(Harvey 1989). 
 
Attempts to address the growth crisis cities faced in the late 20th century were based on               
creating new combinations of economic factors that would render them more competitive, and 
such approaches were termed “urban entrepreneurialism”, “corporatism”, “entrepreneurship” or 
simply “governance” (Jessop 1997, Hall and Hubbard 1998, Jouve 2005). 
 
The new urban agenda adopted a proactive, dynamic and entrepreneurial style, seeking           
opportunities where the public and the private sectors could undertake joint actions, and the 
term “competitiveness” was widely and excessively reiterated to justify large investments that 
lacked proper planning or a detailed analysis of their real future impact (Lois González 2010). 
 
The rhetoric of competitiveness prompted local authorities to embrace a policy of attracting 
external investment rather than focusing on enhancing their own resources (González 2007). 
The new urban policies reflected the priority given to urban growth and regeneration while             
subordinating social objectives to the logic of competitiveness. As neoliberalism spread, large 
cities began to be guided solely by this criterion (Somoza Medina 2007), resulting in                  
transformations that some urban scholars have described as the creative destruction of the 
neoliberal city (Theodore et al. 2009). The goal of local corporations was to enhance the city’s 
capacity to successfully face global competition, but this became a never-ending task. 
 
These approaches were modified by the economic crisis that erupted in 2007 in the United 
States and had become global by 2008. Large urban projects slowed down or were struck off 
the agenda, and paradigms other than governance took a centre stage. Concepts such as the 
creative city, smart city, shrinking city, citta slow or urban resilience began to dominate the   
academic and political urban scene (Méndez 2012). 
 

Urban renewal projects in Spain. The spread of the “Guggenheim effect” 
 
In Spain, there are two models of successful urban renewal that have served as the mirror in 
which all other cities wished to see themselves reflected. The renovation of Bilbao’s image with 
the inauguration of the Guggenheim Museum (1997), and the Olympic Barcelona’s new                
maritime front (1992) and forum (2004), created a delusory vision of Spain at the turn of the 
century. 
 
In a favourable economic and financial climate, public-private governance and strategic            
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planning of large investments and new symbols of both cities created sufficient impetus to           
reinvent them. However, the passage of time has revealed glimpses into the darker side of 
these projects and several criticisms have targeted both Bilbao’s Guggenheim model 
(Rodríguez 2001, Vicario and Martínez Monje 2003, González Ceballos 2004, Plaza et al. 
2010, Mas Serra 2011) and the Barcelona model (Capel 2005, Casellas 2006, Delgado 2007, 
Blanco Fillola 2009, Borja 2009). These studies have called into question the gains achieved in 
recent years from urban renewal and governance in both cities, claiming that the main                 
beneficiaries of huge public investments disbursed at different levels of government in order to 
“reinvent” Barcelona and Bilbao were the interests of capital and especially the property sector, 
while the majority of residents became the victims of spatial segregation due to soaring prices. 
 
In spite of this, the other major Spanish cities attempted to copy these models. Valencia               
completely renovated a former slum to create the City of Arts and Sciences, designed by the 
architect Santiago Calatrava; Zaragoza reinvented itself with the Expo 2008 World Fair and a 
series of new buildings and infrastructures in the Ebro valley; while Seville’s star project was 
the construction of the Isla Mágica theme park on the site of the Expo 1992 World Fair.                
Meanwhile, Madrid unveiled a new skyline in 2008 punctuated by the four towers of the CTBA 
business district, built on the site of Real Madrid’s former training complex, while also projecting 
a much more ambitious intervention in the same area, around Chamartín railway station. 
 
However, the spread of this model, of converting the city into spectacle, was not limited to big 
cities, as we can mention other “singular” projects of a similar scale and level of investment as 
those of the large metropolises, such as the Circus City in Alcorcón, the City of Light in             
Alicante, the City of the Environment in Soria, the Oscar Niemeyer Cultural Centre in Avilés 
and the City of Culture in Santiago de Compostela. The flame of the Guggenheim model 
spread throughout the entire urban system, fanned by property speculators and estate agents 
with the connivance of local politicians, some corrupt and others simply naive. The same            
discourse was everywhere believed and applied, and it can be summarised as the need to put 
the city of “X” on the world map by means of an ambitious project for a new “Y” (airport,          
conference centre, sports stadium). This vital development would embody the new image of “X” 
in the 21st century and ensure its definitive international impact in the difficult globalised world 
of  urban competitiveness. 
 
Spain was an atypical case for the proliferation of these “celebrity” urban renewal actions. Each 
medium and even small-sized city wanted to have its own “Foster”, “Hadid”, “Eisenman”, 
“Ghery”, “Nouvel”, “Koolhaas”, “Piano”, “Chiperfield”, “Isozaki”, “Ito”, “Rogers”, “Perrault”, 
“Calatrava”, “Moneo”, “Herzog & De Meuron” and so on, until completing the list of celebrity 
architects. These all have works in Spain. Dozens of cities hired leading figures from the              
international pantheon of architects, regardless of the lack of a functional need for such work, 
without taking into account the excessive investment involved, and without calculating the              
subsequent unaffordable maintenance costs (Moix 2010). The pretext of urban                              
competitiveness generated an exorbitant increase in public spending at all levels of                        
government, financed through bank loans. Although apparently contrary to the commandments 
of effectiveness and efficiency in spending promoted by neoliberal ideology, such extravagance 
sustained the mirage of urban renewal. 
 
Public spending was so exorbitant that in return for the Spanish bank bailout, Europe                  
demanded a drastic reduction in the public deficit, which by 2009 had reached 11% of the 
GDP. Austerity was imposed on the public agenda with sweeping cuts of all kinds, and urban 
governance was prohibited by law, or more specifically, from December 2013, all local                   
governments in Spain were forbidden to establish new consortia or public-private entities 
(Government of Spain 2013). However, up until that moment the list of urban renewal projects 
had continued to lengthen. 
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Methodology 
 

Analysis of interventions of urban renewal in Spain. Selecting Case Studies  
 
To analyse cases of urban renewal in Spain following the model set by the examples of            
Barcelona and Bilbao, a study of 20 cities with different characteristics (Table 1) was             
performed. The differences between the study case cities are in terms of: population size (from 
Huesca with 50 000 inhabitants to Palma de Mallorca with 400 000 inhabitants); political and 
administrative range (capitals of autonomous community as Merida and Pamplona, provincial 
capitals like Leon and Cordoba, and other medium-sized cities without range of capital as Vigo 
or Cartagena); and location (coastal cities like A Coruña or Santander, interior cities as Oviedo 
or Jaen, and island cities such as Tenerife and Palma) (Fig. 1). 
 

In selected cities, urban renewal projects of the last twenty years were studied, according to 
three types of actions. Firstly, the transport infrastructure projects were analysed, including 
railway stations and new railway layouts with the advent of high speed, the construction or  
renovation of airports, reforms in ports and boardwalks and building new bus terminals of          
modern design. Secondly, the projects included the creation of new museums modelled after 
the Guggenheim in Bilbao, and of cultural containers with spectacular forms localised in strate-
gic places leading gentrification. And thirdly, the building of convention and exhibition centres, 
with the same characteristics as the previous case, was considered. Once these urban renewal 
operations were detailed, the creation of new housing neighbourhoods and the process of  
gentrification in relation to these strategic actions were analysed. 
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City 2015 Population 
(no. of inhabitants) 

Autonomous 
Capital 

Provincial 
Capital 

Palma 400 578 X X 
Alicante 328 648   X 
Córdoba 327 362   X 
Vigo 294 098     
A Coruña 243 870   X 
Oviedo 221 870 X X 
Cartagena 216 971     
Tenerife 203 811   X 
Pamplona 195 853 X X 
San Sebastián 186 095   X 
Santander 173 957 X X 
Logroño 151 344 X X 
Lleida 138 542   X 
León 127 817   X 
Jaén 115 395   X 
Toledo 83 226 X X 
Ciudad Real 74 427   X 
Mérida 58 971 X   
Cuenca 55 428   X 
Huesca 52 239   X 

Table 1  
Population and characteristics of analysed cities 



 

 
 

 

The analysis of these interventions is reflected in the following table, which shows the extent of 
the phenomenon on the Spanish geography and the repetition of similar actions (Table 2). 
Some of the examples of public intervention and new residential areas created are explained in 
the following paragraphs. 

 
Results and Discussion 

 
Transport infrastructures 

 
New transport infrastructures are the responsibility of central government in the case of ports 
and new high-speed train stations, whereas regional governments have played a major role in 
constructing or modernising airports with the aim of attracting tourists and creating                    
employment. Spain currently has 46 airports, as many as France and the United Kingdom put 
together, although passenger volume at 13 of them did not exceed 40 000 people in 2015. The 
worst case is that of Ciudad Real airport, a private airport promoted by construction firms but 
with the financial backing of the regional government of Castile-La Mancha, which was aimed 
at competing with Barajas airport (Madrid), located just over 240 km away. Following an               
investment of 1 000 million euros, the airport has remained closed since April 2012 and a              
foreclosure sale is in process, although several auctions have been held without success, the 
last one with a minimum selling price of 56.2 million euros. 
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Fig. 1 – Location of the 20 Spanish cities analysed 



 

 
 

 

Worldwide, Spain ranks second only to China for the number of kilometres of high-speed          
railway. In recent years, this has enabled many medium-sized cities to replace old railway            
stations with new, distinctively designed terminals as part of a project to renovate an area that 
includes the construction of luxury homes to recoup some of the costs, in imitation of the           
successful model implemented in the 1990s in Seville. In 2016, many of these projects have 
stalled, because with a stock of hundreds of thousands of empty homes and a stagnant market, 
the prospect of a self-financing initiative has proved to be a chimera. Such is the case for          
example of Ourense, where the construction of a new station designed by Norman Foster was 
supposed to be funded according to this financial model; however, the central government has 
now denied permission for the project. 
 

Museums 
 

Attracting cultural tourism is the main goal of the dozens of new museums that have sprung up 
in recent years in Spain, following directly in the footsteps of the Guggenheim Museum in             
Bilbao, whereby a feature boasting an avant-garde design is expected to be capable of             
generating a large influx of new visitors and a contemporary revitalisation of the local economy. 
Despite the attempts to repeat this model, the proliferation of this type of cultural receptacle has 
not prompted a substantial change in the economic dynamics of the promoting locations.            
Museums represent an increase in urban cultural attractions of which the local population main-
ly benefits, and it is only when they incorporate a series of characteristics related to excellence 
and uniqueness that they become capable of attracting external flows of any magnitude.            
Numerous recent examples in Spain include the cases of A Coruña and Jaén.  
 
In A Coruña, a city in Galicia, five new exhibition spaces — three public and two private ones 
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City Transport  
Infrastructures 

Museums Convention and 
exhibition  

centres 

Gentrification and 
new residential 

districts 
Alicante X X X X 
Cartagena   X X   
Ciudad Real X X X   
Córdoba X X X X 
Coruña X X X X 
Cuenca X X X   
Huesca X   X   
Jaén   X X   
León X X X X 
Lérida X X X   
Logroño X X X X 
Mérida   X X   
Oviedo X X X X 
Palma X X X X 
Pamplona X X X X 
San Sebastián X X X X 
Santander   X X X 
Tenerife X   X   
Toledo X X X X 
Vigo X X X   

Table 2 
Urban renewal projects in selected cities 



 

 
 

 

— have been opened in recent years, significantly increasing the city’s cultural attractions. The 
refurbished House of Sciences was joined in 1995 by the House of Man, in a building designed 
by the Japanese architect ArataIsozaki, in 1999 by the Finisterrae Aquarium, in 2003 by the 
Luis Seoane Foundation, in 2006 by the headquarters of the Abanca Foundation and in 2012 
by the National Museum of Science and Technology. What had been launched as a modern 
and creative but entirely municipal initiative eventually became a dynamic generator of more 
buildings and new stakeholders. The project to renovate the city included other unique               
milestones such as the declaration of the Tower of Hercules (the only lighthouse of Roman 
origin still in use) as a World Heritage Site in 2009 or the complete refurbishment of the sea-
front. 
 
The museum project in Jaén was first mooted in 2001, when the now ex-mayor announced that 
the new International Museum of Iberian Art would be larger than the Guggenheim in Bilbao. 
However, due to various problems, the work did not start until August 2009, when the economic 
crisis had already paralysed many other initiatives throughout Spain. Located on the central 
site of the old provincial prison, the construction of the building grounded to a halt in 2012 due 
to irregularities and lack of funds. More than two years later, at the end of 2014, the work was 
resumed and the museum is scheduled to open in 2017. Costing 26.3 million euros, the new 
building will display exactly the same works that can already be seen today in the nearby                      
Provincial Museum. 
 

Convention and exhibition centres 
 

The primary goal of buildings of this type is to attract what is known as congress tourism, as the 
capacity of these buildings outstrips by far the local demand. According to official data, 140 
convention centres have been opened in Spain by 2012, and 20 more were under construction. 
One of these which has still not been completed is a convention and exhibition centre in León, 
designed by the architect Dominique Perrault and built with a budget of 76 million euros. The 
new building was to retain part of the structure of an old sugar factory in the western sector of 
the city, revitalised by a high-speed railway infrastructure. The most serious problem with this 
project is that León has already opened a new auditorium in 2002 with a capacity for 1 200 
people, which is largely unused for the most part of the year. The works on the new centre   
began in 2011 with a projected completion date 24 months hence, but the project had to be 
rescheduled in 2014 due to a lack of public funds. 
 
There are many other conference centres across the length and breadth of Spain as little             
justified as that in León. Another example is that of Villanueva de la Serena, a town in Extrema-
dura with 26 000 inhabitants that has a convention centre which costs 13 million euros and it 
has a capacity for up to 800 people, even though the town is relatively close to the cities of 
Badajoz, Mérida and Cáceres, all three with their respective convention centres which together 
registered only 97 days of operation in 2011. 
 
The convention and exhibition centre of Oviedo was also a project questioned since its              
inception. Designed by the architect Santiago Calatrava and located on the grounds of a former 
football field, the initial budget of 76 million euros was overflowed from various setbacks and 
claims to reach 360 million euros. The area where the new building is located has risen the 
housing price, driving apart the usual resident population, such as the students from the nearby 
university campus. 
 

Gentrification and new residential districts 
 

Neoliberal urban renewal projects are always accompanied by the construction of hundreds of 
homes in new sectors that have been rehabilitated with public money. This is the economic 
business spurring public-private partnerships that include the large companies in the property 
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sector. Public money is used to create exclusive new sectors with the cooperation and                
participation of large companies in the sector, which then benefit from the sole management of 
the resulting residential space, now worth much more than before. Usually, these processes 
revolve around one of the elements referred to in the preceding paragraphs, but occasionally, 
the urban renewal process focuses on the housing stock itself, which thus becomes the new 
flagship for the 21st century city due to its uniqueness. This process has occurred in a number 
of medium-sized Spanish cities, including Logroño and Toledo. 
 
In 2006, the Logroño city council convened an international competition for the design of 682 
subsidised dwellings, which was won by the Japanese architect Toyo Ito. The winning design 
resembles a chain of DNA, but the apartments were so small (35 and 56 m2) that sales flopped 
and it was decided to carry out reforms to obtain more spacious dwellings by knocking the 
apartments together. Thus, a total of 468 dwellings went on sale in 2011; however, five years 
later and following a 25% reduction in the price, 65% of the apartments remain unsold. 
 
The autonomous government of Castilla-La Mancha and the city of Toledo presented in 2008 
what would be the “advanced neighbourhood”, the new city of the future, designed by the        
architects Jean Nouvel and Mia Haeg, in which 2 000 subsidised dwellings would be built in 
houses of modern design. In 2011, the project was abandoned by the new governments that 
emerged after the elections. 
 
In other cities such as Oviedo, Alicante, Leon and Cordoba, the reforms of the railway                   
infrastructure with the arrival of the AVE allowed the existence of free urban land in the central 
sectors, on which to develop new housing projects of high value. These emerging new               
neighbourhoods respond to the model of public-private consultation where economic benefits 
are captured by real estate companies. 
 
In the case of A Coruña and Palma, modern high-level residential quarters have been designed 
in relation to the creation of new public facilities. While in the case of Pamplona, Santander and 
San Sebastian, the most striking process has been the gentrification of large central sectors 
after urban regeneration processes carried out by public initiative, also with stellar landmarks 
as the convention and exhibition centre of San Sebastian, the new museum of contemporary 
art in Pamplona, both works of Spanish architect Rafael Moneo, or Botín Foundation Santander 
Center designed by the Italian architect Renzo Piano. 
 

 

Of the 20 cities studied, only in 11 of them can be confirmed a direct relationship between the 
public performances of urban renewal and the new residential districts or gentrified central     
sectors, generating high economic benefits to the real estate sector. The global economic crisis 
and, in the case of Spain, the bursting of the housing bubble explain why in almost half of the 
analysed cities large housing developments have not been generated inside their urban            
renewal operations. In fact, in some cities, the demand for new housing was reduced even   
before the outbreak of the crisis, so the economic benefit for the construction companies was 
the urban action itself that was publicly funded. 
 

 
Conclusions 

 
As we have seen in this article, governance, strategic planning and urban competitiveness are 
far from innocent or innocuous terms. Governance is aimed at normalising the creation of            
public-private partnerships to implement strategic plans based on urban competitiveness that 
disregard urban planning standards. In short, the neoliberal model of governance imposes a 
vision of the city as a business that should concern itself exclusively with multiplying its income 
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in a highly competitive global market. 
 
The physical expression of strategic planning and governance is embodied in major urban 
transformation projects, first launched in several cities in the United States to subsequently 
become a constant in the world’s main cities since the 1990s. In the case of Spain, the two 
most significant cases of urban renewal in the 1990s, Bilbao and Barcelona, have been taken 
as a model for the rest of the national urban system in a process of “contagion” that very few 
cities have been able to withstand. This “fever” has endowed Spain with impressive works 
throughout the country, although many of these projects have been extravagant, unsustainable 
and ill-advised (Moix 2010). 
 
Not all cases yielded negative results; in fact, the vast majority of urban projects generated 
important positive outcomes for the local residents, beyond the strictly economic aspects. It is 
also logical to assume that the new buildings or transport infrastructures that are still underused 
at present will yield greater social returns over time. Money has been unwisely invested, but it 
has not been lost. 
 
The study conducted also shows that a certain demographic and economic level is necessary 
for the neoliberal model to generate new urban residential areas. Among the analysed cities, 
there are the cities with the largest demographic size which present more clearly this                   
relationship. Just as the concentration of political power is important. In fact, cities with higher 
demographic weight have not developed these new residential areas such as Vigo or             
Cartagena, compared to other less populated but concentrated regional governments,                    
provincial and municipal, as Oviedo, Pamplona, Logroño or Toledo. As for the location, the 
interior cities analysed generally have a lower urban dynamism than the coastal cities, a fact 
that can relate to the most significant tourist pressure of the latter.  
 
The economic crisis hit many of these cities extremely hard, with the destruction of hundreds of 
companies and thousands of jobs and without the possibility of creating a public system of             
social protection in a context of cuts and funding difficulties. Incomplete urban renewal projects 
have been rescheduled, slashed or simply scrapped. Spain’s specialisation in tourism                 
continues to develop as a direct result of many of these projects, in a context of inter-city              
competition to attract new tourists and visitors, while the prevailing neoliberal ideology fails to 
address the needs of the local population. 
 
The only plausible possibility at the beginning of the 21st century for redirecting the                  
development of Spain’s cities is to change the model (Somoza Medina 2013). Only in this way 
we can inhabit cities in which the system of urban government encompasses social                 
empowerment, in which economic parameters are based on intrinsic potential, in which urban 
planning takes the needs of women, the elderly, youth and children into account, and in which 
the cultural ecosystem enables the development of talent and creativity without forgetting the 
roots that have shaped each city’s unique personality: in sum, more caring, healthy and             
sustainable cities, which, while being perhaps less competitive, are certainly happier. 
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