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Presentation StructurePresentation Structure

• Background
– Cultural policy and urban regeneration in Spain

• Case studies
– Guggenheim Bilbao
– Universal Forum for Cultures, Barcelona 2004

• Discussion
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Urban regeneration in SpainUrban regeneration in Spain
• Starts in the 1980s, following the experience in rest of Europe

– After boom in the 60s, general economic crisis at the end of the 70s
– Old industrial cities aspire to become service-led and creative cities

• Political leaders see benefit of integrating CP in urban development 
– Integral city development: social, education, urbanism, tourism & heritage
– Range of strategic plans for local development focused in cultural action

• New urban and cultural planning grows in parallel to democratic process
– New posts established in municipalities (cultural managers, urbanists)
– New concepts: city marketing, cultural/urban tourism, cultural regeneration

• Improving image and ‘selling the city’, key arguments for 
regeneration through culture
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Regeneration, CP and flagship projectsRegeneration, CP and flagship projects
• Enthusiasm for new initiatives allows sustained growth of cultural 

budget (1980-1992)
– Generous investment in new local cultural infrastructures and festivities 

(covering the lacks of Franco regime)
– Flagship projects/events seen as a key platform to improve city image
– Peak in 1992: Barcelona Olympics, Seville Expo, Madrid City of Culture

• Second half of the 1990s: a halt in urban cultural investment
– Once key infrastuctures are finished, difficult to justify the benefits 

of sustaining cultural budgets for community development
– Priorities shift: dealing with immigration, transport, unemployment…
– Post 1992, questioning the long-term legacy of major events for 

host cities and citizens: e.g. a white elephant in Seville?
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The city of Bilbao The city of Bilbao 
• Context

– Post- industrial city, North of Spain. Traditionally the largest and most
active Spanish port to the Atlantic

– Mid 1970s: associated with unemployment and political violence
– Disadvantaged with democratic re-structuring: Basc capital in Vitoria
– Contested identities (Basc vs Spanish) undermine confidence
– Strong tourism competitors: San Sebastian & Santander

• Potential for improvement and regeneration via culture
– History of good relations public, private and non-profit (foundations)
– Early effort in re-branding the city: ‘a city of the future’
– Generous investment in culture, education & research (e city)
– Growing popularity of Bilbao as venue for conferences
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Bilbao CP priorities since late 1980sBilbao CP priorities since late 1980s
• Regeneration strategy (Gonzalez, 1993)

– General plan: focus on transforming image of city
– Culture & strategic planning: evaluation study focused on 7 key issues (HR, 

centrality of 
– services, physical access, environment, urban renewal, strength of cultural 

sector, government co-ordination)
– Popular attitudes: survey indicates 2 possible scenarios (international vs local 

emphasis). But difficulties in balancing economic and social regeneration 

• Limitations: lack of co-ordination at different levels of government and 
party ideologies – divorce between territorial & sector CP

• Strengths: public-private partnerships (Bilbao Ria 2000, Metrópoli 30)
– Since 1992, strong dedication towards strategic planning
– SWOT models stress need to develop business plans & flagship projects
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Guggenheim Bilbao – regeneration via 
flagship investment
Guggenheim Bilbao – regeneration via 
flagship investment

• Regeneration via flagships - emphasis on design & aesthetics
– Futurist subway system designed by Norman Foster
– 1997, opening of Guggenheim-Bilbao designed by Frank Gehry

• Short term benefits:
– Great success in city image transformation (worldwide publicity beyond 

average tourism media- fashion, design, musical clips, advertising)
– Remarkable tourism rise (1994-2000: + 42.7% foreign, 58% Spaniard)

• Challenges
– How sustainable is the economic impact for the city at large? 
– Is it benefiting the locals? Is it addressing social issues?
– Are image improvement and tourism indicators sufficient to 

argue that Bilbao’s economy is recovering in the long term?
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Bilbao’s urban regeneration: opposed 
arguments
Bilbao’s urban regeneration: opposed 
arguments

• Arguments for (Plaza, 2000;2001)
– General boost for the city, radical image transformation
– Growth in tourism numbers with subsequent benefit for job creation

• Arguments against (Gómez, 1999; 2001)
– Bilbao industrial base is not recovering – unemployment is growing 

while services concentrate in the new political capital, Vitoria
– The Guggenheim is not offering a platform for the locals – it acts as 

a franchise of the American HQ, no real local control of contents
• An issue to consider

– Are urban strategies focused on cultural infrastructure investment 
and place marketing a good mechanism for stimulating cities to 
recover from crisis? 
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Barcelona: urban regeneration via eventsBarcelona: urban regeneration via events
• An event-led city for urban development

– 1888 Universal Exhibition: East side, Ciutadella
– 1929 International Exhibition: West side, Plaza Espaňa, Subway
– 1982 World Cup: sporting facilities development 
– 1992 Olympic Games: opening city to sea, transport links (£4.5billion), 

image development (‘the most important city of the Mediterranean’?)
– 2004 Universal Forum for Cultures: expansion of sea front

• Event format evolution
– Industrial displays and technological revolution
– Sporting competition and symbolic representation
– Cultural debate
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Barcelona – Universal Forum for CulturesBarcelona – Universal Forum for Cultures
• Context & event rationale

– post 92 Olympics, in search for the next major event
– arguing Olympics & Expos don’t address current city issues
– interest in further developing coastal line of city

• Definitions and design
– peace, sustainability, diversity – a new event model
– focus on cultural debate rather than spectacle
– emphasis on urban physical regeneration

• Production & promotion
– funding from local, regional and central administration (€191m)
– selected elite in charge, replicating Olympic model
– complex message, emphasis on web interaction & participation
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Barcelona – Universal Forum for CulturesBarcelona – Universal Forum for Cultures
• Likely regeneration legacies

– new neighbourhood created
– completion of city coastal line
– consolidating city image as centre of cultural excellence

• Challenges
– sustainability of the experience beyond physical legacy?
– how will new-high income neighbourhoods relate to traditional-

deprived neighbourhoods? 
– will the locals feel an ownership of the event and its purposes –

a real open debate on peace, diversity & sustainability?
– will the event be able to represent the reality of Barcelona?
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DiscussionDiscussion
• Balancing traditional tensions in urban regeneration

– Centre / periphery
– Public / private
– Permanent / temporary
– Local / international

• Are urban strategies focused on flagship projects, hallmark events and 
place marketing a good mechanism for stimulating cities to recover 
from crisis or sustain cultural and social regeneration in the long term? 

• Is economic feasibility enough as an argument for urban cultural
regeneration?
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