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Building the right to  
housing through municipal action

Ada Colau
Mayor of Barcelona

This book has a clear aim: to become an exercise 
in reflection and a tool for action, starting with an 
analysis of the housing policies promoted by Barcelona 
City Council between 2015 and 2019. Anyone interested 
in formulas for innovating public management and any 
member of the activist community championing the 
right to housing will find in these pages a summary of 
the main achievements, difficulties and also limits we 
have come up against in our aim to promote a new 
model in housing policies on a municipal scale. 

Often the speed of events prevents us from 
systematising and documenting the processes we 
are taking part in. This puts difficulties in the way of 
the co-learning needed to develop transformation 
movements that will enable us to advance towards 
fairer and more equitable societies. The virtue of this 
book lies precisely in the fact it avoids immediate 
action in favour of a reflective approach to the model 
change in housing policies we have been promoting 
in Barcelona, giving voice to the people who have 
made such reorientation possible.

When electoral platforms of social movements and 
progressive parties won the local elections and took 
over the mayor’s office in a significant number of big 
Spanish cities four years ago, they were confronted 
by a housing emergency: evicted families, historical 
centres subjected to gentrifying pressure and more 
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Foreword

and more vacant properties in the hands of banks. 
It was clear to us that city councils could not fall back 
on absence of powers and resources as an excuse 
for not implementing innovative and comprehensive 
social housing policies. It is no coincidence that 
many of us had rubbed shoulders politically in 
movements championing the right to housing and 
fighting against evictions.

And we have shown throughout our term of office 
that municipal housing policies could change 
course, to defend the social function of housing as 
a right, instead of promoting property speculation. 
Nevertheless, we are aware of the many difficulties 
we have encountered and of the work that still has 
to be done In fact, we are tackling decades of anti-
social public policies that regarded housing as a mere 
investment asset, denuding it of its recognised social 
function in the Spanish Constitution. During that time 
the property market became a sector that attracted 
bank greed and promoted easy money, turning the 
construction of new housing – and mortgage loans 
– into the driving force of economic growth. In turn. 
the public authorities introduced legislative changes 
– such as the amendment to the Land Act when José 
María Aznar was Prime Minister and the amendment 
to the Urban Leases Act under Mariano Rajoy's 
government – to promote land commercialisation 
and property speculation, thereby contravening the 
constitutional mandate establishing the right to enjoy 
decent, adequate housing.

Having been constantly praised by experts, who 
unashamedly asserted that housing was a safe 
investment value as prices could not drop, this over-
bloated property model collapsed in 2007 following 
the global economic crisis. The model collapsed like a 
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house of cards, causing great social and psychological 
suffering among the population, who watched their 
dreams of owning a house being snatched away by 
banks that had been rescued with money taken from 
social welfare. The responses from both the central 
and regional governments were clearly insufficient. 
They were unable or unwilling to intervene against the 
exponential rise in the number of evictions, falling back 
on anomalous legislation that punished anyone in debt 
with the loss of their home and with a mortgage debt 
carried forward for life. That is why one of the main 
struggles of the right-to-housing movement was to 
demand an amendment to the Mortgage Act through a 
people’s legislative initiative, which was blocked in the 
Congress of Deputies, the lower house of the Spanish 
Parliament, by the majority political parties.

We have been working at the municipal level to 
change this model, although we are aware that 
this is by no means and easy task and that we are 
swimming against the tide. The public housing stock 
currently represents a paltry 1%, far removed from 
the European average of 18%, while Spain leads the 
European ranking for vacant housing. Added to that 
we have international financial capital descending 
on our city centres, buying up entire buildings 
and converting residential leases into tourist lets. 
It should also be noted that central government 
investment in housing has fallen by 70% over the 
last decade. All this is at the core of an abusive rise 
in rental prices, which have not only exceeded the 
maximums reached before the property bubble 
burst but have also led to average annual rises of 
nearly 40% in big and medium-sized cities such as 
Barcelona, Madrid, Seville and Málaga, as well as 
their metropolitan areas. That is why we are currently 
at a new stage of residential exclusion, now focused 
on the rental market and increasingly acquiring a 
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global presence in the world’s big cities. 
It is against this background that local councils 
have become the only authorities currently devising 
responses to the housing emergency. For example, 
we are creating support and mediation tools with 
the people affected in eviction processes; we are 
increasing the number of families receiving financial 
help with rent payments; and we are dedicating a large 
part of our financial resources to expanding the public 
housing stock at affordable prices.

The efforts being made by public authorities may be 
necessary but they are not enough to bring about a 
radical change in housing policies. They need to be 
accompanied by a change of mentality in the private 
sector, to recognise housing as a social right to be 
protected and a cornerstone of the welfare state. We 
need to civilise the market. To bring about this change 
of mentality we have promoted measures to make 
the private sector jointly responsible, with the aim 
of having 30% of new private housing developments 
and large-scale renovations allocated to affordable 
housing. We have also launched a special plan to 
regulate tourist accommodation that has led to the 
closure of more than 4,500 illegal tourist flats so they 
can once again serve their social function. We have 
created a housing-discipline unit that has drawn up the 
city's first census of vacant dwellings and penalises 
anti-social uses, such as property mobbing, leaving 
flats vacant and improper uses of officially protected, 
or social housing.

The changes to the public works and renovation 
regulations, to prevent the latter from contributing 
to gentrification pressures and to ensure tenants’ 
rights are guaranteed, deserves a separate chapter. 
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In that regard, we have made financial help 
conditional on recipients signing five-year leases with 
affordable rents and we have promoted a change 
to the Regulatory Byelaw on Municipal Intervention 
Procedures in Public Works (ORPIMO) to close legal 
loopholes involving investment funds buying up 
entire buildings and then attempting to force out 
residents through renovation processes. 

Even so, we know that, despite the enormous amount 
of work that has been done, it is still not enough to 
halt abusive rises in rental prices or to significantly 
expand the public rental housing stock. Until the 
necessary legislative and budgetary changes are made 
– amending the Urban Leases Act (LAU) and the tax 
system, to enable cities to apply a price index and limit 
to rent rises – we will not be able to adapt to European 
standards. This is the only way we can ensure that 
housing becomes a basic cornerstone of the welfare 
state rather than an investment asset or a factor in 
residential exclusion. In other words, that housing 
becomes a fully fledged legal right.
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Housing is such an intrinsic need for people that 
it is almost embarrassing to have to qualify it with 
the adjective “affordable” to specify what we will 
be talking about in the following pages. The very 
introduction of this nuance forces us to consider 
two issues. The first, and obvious one, is there are 
dwellings that are not affordable (for most people). 
Palaces, mansions and any other luxurious form of 
residence will clearly fall outside our discussion here. 
However, the implicit concern in this first issue is 
the existence of a housing stock which, while hardly 
within the realm of luxury, is beyond the means of a 
considerable percentage of the population. The second 
issue, which is intimately related to the first, is the 
confirmation that housing has become a commodity 
subject to increasingly aggressive market forces. We 
talk about the property market with almost the same 
frivolity that we use to talk about the car or technology 
markets. All of them have become productive sectors 
that a country’s economy depends on. We need to warn 
of the danger that this implies: housing is not a need to 
be commercialised but rather a universal right relating 
to well-being, health, living conditions and people's 
social relations.

 
At the risk of stressing well-known yet no less 
important issues, it is worth recalling that Article 25 
of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UN, 
1948) explicitly recognises housing as one of the rights 
everyone has for ensuring they have an adequate 
standard of living. It is therefore no coincidence that 
not only Article 47 of the Spanish Constitution but 
also Articles 26 and 47 of the Statute of Autonomy of 
Catalonia recognise everyone's right to have access to 
decent housing and highlight the public authorities as 
those tasked with guaranteeing that right. 

Introduction

Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights (UN, 1948).
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A legislative package has even been activated in 
Catalonia which includes three Acts for protecting the 
right to housing: 

1. The Right to Housing Act (Act 18/2007), which is 
aimed at guaranteeing the public function of the 
right to property.

2. The Urgent Measures for Tackling the Housing 
and Energy Poverty Emergencies Act (Act 
24/2015), which protects people heavily in 
debt that is linked to their usual dwelling. This 
legislation was partially annulled by Spain's 
Constitutional Court.

3. The Measures Protecting the Right to Housing 
for People at Risk of Residential Exclusion Act 
(Act 4/2016), which covers mediation, social 
renting and expropriations. Some of its articles 
were annulled by the Constitutional Court in 
Act 24/2015. 

In any event, the difficulty in achieving effective 
regulation is clear, especially if we take into 
account that housing has acquired the character 
of a commodity for certain economic players. The 
importance of the construction sector in Spain, 
where house building plays a key role, is well-
known. According to data from Spain's National 
Statistics Institute1, the sector's involvement in the 
country’s economic production between 2000 and 
2005 was over 10% and it employed over 10% of the 
working population. Despite the economic downturn 
around 2010, its structural significance continues 

Affordable housing

1
https://www.ine.es
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to be extremely important. This highlights one of 
the biggest difficulties with the housing policies 
implemented in Spain in the years running up to the 
crisis. A large part of the public intervention in this 
period was not only allocated to housing provision 
but also, in good measure, to maintaining industrial 
production linked to the sector and the fight against 
structural unemployment.

But it was precisely the construction sector that 
the economic crisis hit hardest, and particularly the 
housing sector, in the form of the “property bubble”. 
This was the expression used for the speculative 
pressure that affected the housing market in Spain 
from the 1990s. The main manifestation of this 
bubble was the disproportionate rise in house 
prices, which grew at an annual rate of 30% – and 
even higher in some years – between 1997 and 
2007. The bubble was the result of a series of inter-
related factors. Some of the reasons stemmed from 
commercial liberalism, such as land speculation 
and reclassification, and easy and deregulated 
access to property loans. Other reasons included the 
imbalance between property supply and demand – 
such as the scarcity of building land available at a 
time when the so-called “baby boom generation” 
was looking to buy a home – and the growing 
number of foreign nationals residing in Spain during 
this period, which reached 5 million. Finally, we 
also need to acknowledge other reasons linked to 
poor management of the housing policies applied 
in previous periods, such as the tax relief offered to 
home buyers and the establishment of mechanisms 
for building social housing mainly for home owners, 
without planning the construction of a significant 
stock of social rental housing.

Picture of the protest 
campaign “No vas a 
tener una casa en la 
puta vida” [“You’ll never 
have a house in your 
bloody life”], promoted 
by the “vdevivienda” 
[“hforhousing] collective 
in 2006.
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Given all the above, we can identify a twin effect over 
the last few years. Firstly, a rise in house prices that led 
to the property bubble. Having become a market value, 
housing, whether for renting or owning, is almost 
out of the reach of large sections of the population. 
In the second place, the financial crisis, which has 
made it hard for people to pay back a large part of 
the mortgages they have received in previous years, 
has led to them losing their homes and problems 
in gaining access to affordable housing. In such a 
context, it is hardly surprising that access to housing 
has become one of the main concerns of today’s 
society, and one of the problems regularly listed in the 
Sociological Research Centre’s barometers2. 

This situation forces us to focus our attention to 
the mechanisms for achieving affordable housing, 
particularly in the context of Barcelona. Therefore, 
the modest goal of this book is to detect, identify 
and briefly analyse, from an innovative perspective, 
the management strategies, mechanisms, tools 
and agents that Barcelona City Council has had at 
its disposal over the last few years to deal with the 
problems spotted regarding access to housing. It 
focuses on the management years of the government 
team run by the Mayor Ada Colau, a right-to-
housing activist before she took office. The special 
sensitivity of her government team for resolving this 
problem can be seen not just in the sheer volume of 
initiatives designed to achieve this goal, but also in 
the professional capacity of the people in the posts 
with most responsibility in the area, such as the 
Councillor for Housing and Renovation, Josep Maria 
Montaner (a professor at the Barcelona Higher School 
of Architecture, a recipient of the National Prize for 
Urban Planning and an expert on collective housing), 

2
 In November 2007, housing 
was highlighted has the 
second biggest problem ac-
cording to the Sociological 
Research Centre Barometer 
(http://www.cis.es/cis/
opencm/ES/1_encuestas/
estudios/ver.jsp?estu-
dio=7880). 

In 2014, the Sociological 
Research Centre conducted 
a Housing Barometer in Oc-
tober-November 2014 (http://
www.cis.es/cis/opencm/
CA/2_bancodatos/estudios/
ver.jsp?estudio=14120)
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and the Housing Manager, Javier Burón (deputy 
regional minister for housing in the Basque Country 
from 2007 to 2009, and a lecturer and researcher on 
housing policies at numerous institutions). 

 
Barcelona's case constitutes an experience of 
innovation in housing policies well worth analysing 
and disseminating, building a know-how narrative 
that can be highlighted and used in other contexts. 
The interest of the following pages therefore lies in the 
transformational capacity of the measures applied in 
the adaptation of affordable housing and its possible 
adaptation and application in other contexts.

We will start with a brief outline of the housing 
policies applied at a state level over the last few 
decades so we can then explain the particular  
features in Barcelona’s case.
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Before we take an overall look at what we mean by 
housing policies, we should acknowledge a series of 
factors that determine the context we find ourselves in: 
the prevailing occupancy model, the volume of social 
expenditure on housing per resident, the structure of 
institutional powers and the legislative history behind 
today’s policies.

Type of occupancy

If anything were to typify access to housing throughout 
Spain it would be the traditional trend towards a 
property-owning model. According to data from the 
European statistics agency, Eurostat3, over 75% of 
the population own their own property. Of the rest, 
who live in rented property, more than half do so in 
dwellings let at market prices, without any form of 
protection. That means the affordable rental market for 
those sectors of the population with more difficulty in 
gaining access to housing is really small.

(1) Provisional Data
(2) 2013
(3) 2014
Source: Eurostat (online 
data code: ilc_lvho02)
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Eurostat, 2014: http://apps-
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Ownership system in the European Union
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Paradoxically, the circumstances that have led to 
this situation are directly related to the housing 
policies applied in the Spanish State during the 
second half of the 20th century. Simply put, these 
measures can be reduced to two. On the one hand, 
promoting ownership with a supply of  officially 
protected (social) housing, tax deductions and the 
house purchase subsidy. On the other hand, the 
initial interventionism in the rental market which, 
in the final decades of the last century, produced a 
situation where the old leases with highly affordable 
frozen prices existed alongside a new range of market 
leases at comparatively exorbitant prices. The result 
is a limited rental market, which offers no security to 
either the lessor or the lessee.  

As if this situation were not problematic enough, the 
last few years have seen the rental market shaken to 
its foundations with the proliferation of tourist-use 
accommodation. In 2016 there were almost 16,000 
tourist flats in Barcelona, of which only 10,000 had the 
mandatory licence for such use. The profitability of this 
type of rental has turned the share of the total housing 
stock devoted to tourism into a significant figure, 
limiting even further the possible supply of housing 
for rent at affordable prices.

Welfare state model

Taking into account the housing policies that have 
been applied historically and have resulted in types 
of occupancy such as the ones we have just seen, 
several welfare state models can be described. 
There are countries that protect access to housing 
by interpreting it as a universal right. Such is the 
case with the social democratic model, practically 

Picture from Barcelona City 
Council’s campaign against 
illegal tourist flats.

A brief political history of Spain 21



extinct with the rise of capitalism, where housing 
is mostly accessed under a social-renting system. 
Other countries have opted for subsidies as an 
element of competitiveness. This is a corporatist 
model, commonly used where free-market renting 
prevails. In contrast to these two models there is a 
third where social protection is not such a decisive 
factor. This is the liberal model, where most housing 
is owned but access to housing is significantly 
compensated for by a social-renting system. And, 
finally, there is what we can call a “Mediterranean” 
model, where social renting has an insignificant 
or token presence in a system mainly based on 
ownership. Italy, Greece, Portugal and Spain are 
the most significant examples of the latter category, 
illustrating the situation facing affordable housing in 
our context.

The priority of the welfare state in Spain has, 
historically, rested on three pillars: education, health 
care and pensions. We could surmise that housing has 
remained outside these three for two key reasons. The 
first would be linked to the limited financial resources 
available for public action in our country, which 
may have led to other priorities being established 
at the expense of housing. That is possible, and this 
would be the second reason, because of a cultural 
structure based on family solidarity that exists in our 
environment (and which is especially manifest in 
situations of serious crises, as seen in recent years). 
In that way, a welfare state system is fashioned which 
does not solely depend on the public authorities but 
also on families, civil society and private bodies.

Introduction22



It is worth highlighting here the importance of the 
cultural model in the very definition of welfare state. 
An example that may be useful for highlighting the 
possible contrast is the case of New York. Curiously, 
there, housing is the pillar that welfare policies, much 
more liberal with regard to health care and education, 
rest on. The effort to guarantee the right to housing 
is reflected in numerous strategies for protecting and 
regulating the rental market. (It is no coincidence that 
it was one of the first cities to restrict the tourist use of 
apartments). It is therefore important to take account 
of social and cultural changes when updating our 
consideration of the right to housing as a fundamental 
part of the welfare state. 

Administrative structure of powers 

Jurisdiction over housing in Spain essentially falls 
to the autonomous regions. This is stipulated under 
Article 137 of the Statute of Autonomy of Catalonia. 
That said, Article 84 also recognises that Catalonia's 
local governments have certain powers over planning, 
programming and managing public housing. Either 
way, we should not forget that it is the central 
government that provides the autonomous regions 
with their funding and budgets. In particular, the tool 
that the Spanish government uses for regulating 
housing initiatives are the triennial State housing 
plans. These define the goals to be focused on 
according to the needs identified, list budgetary 
allocations and provide for collaboration agreements 
with the autonomous regions, which are tasked 
with managing the money they receive. A current 

Poster promoting Communi-

ty Land Trusts in New York.
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example can be seen in the State Housing Plan for 
2018-2021, which was approved in May 2018 by Royal 
Decree. Its goals include promoting rental housing 
and renovations, assisting social needs, providing 
financial help for paying off mortgage loans and 
strengthening inter-authority cooperation.

Such goals show us some of the main difficulties 
faced by state intervention in housing. On the one 
hand, there is an obvious need for providing not 
just housing but also financial help to give people 
the means for accessing such housing. However, the 
sector is clearly exploiting this to tackle situations that 
have little to do with the housing problem, such as the 
fight against unemployment and support for certain 
strategic industries. 

In short, the jurisdictional situation also represents 
a huge difficulty . Powers are being exercised on 
several administrative levels that are not always 
coordinated in the best way. Political goals may 
be contradictory and the fact that jurisdictions are 
mainly managed by regional governments, unable to 
establish budgetary hierarchies, limits their capacity to 
act. Local governments have limited powers, despite 
being the level of authority that most directly faces 
the population's real and immediate needs. It is also 
important for us to appreciate the difficulty that arises 
in housing policies from decisions taken in other 
areas of management: land and planning policies; 
financial models; social services; architectural and 
infrastructural policies, and so on. All that, both the 
multi-authority nature and the multi-jurisdictional 
management, makes housing a unique goal.
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Legislative history

It would be hard to understand the problem of housing 
in Spain without taking account of the development of 
the Urban Leases Act (LAU), the tool which the State 
has been using for regulating the rental market since 
the 1960s. There had been an urban leasing regulation 
prior to that, created in 1920 to regulate mandatory 
extensions, and its subsequent amendments were 
consolidated in the 1964 Act. This Act was meant to put 
practical issues in order such as the duration of leases, 
the options and procedures under which leases could 
be subrogated and the methods that had to be used 
for updating the prices to be paid for leases. It can be 
seen from these goals that the main concern behind the 
rental regulations had to do with the need for providing 
tenants with legislative protection.

The LAU was approved in 19644, at the height of the 
Francoist dictatorship, in a context where there was 
significant demand for rental housing not matched 
by the supply. The most significant aspect of this 
initial regulation was that it defined rental contracts 
as open ended. It also established the possibility of 
subrogating a contract where a tenant died, so their 
direct family members could continue renting under 
the same conditions. On the other hand, it did not 
provide for a genuine updating of or increase in rental 
prices, which caused them to freeze, given that the 
rent reviews which were carried out could only be 
justified for the purposes of covering the maintenance 
costs of the properties concerned. All these guarantees 
for tenants led to a loss of interest in lessors and a 
gradual decline in supply.

4
Decree nº 4104/1964,  
of 24 December 1964, 
approving the consolidated 
text of the Urban Leases 
Act. Published in the Official 
State Gazette (BOE) of 28-
12-1964.
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An attempt was made to remedy this situation 
following the restoration of democracy in Spain. 
An amendment to the LAU was approved in 1985 by a 
Royal Decree Act5, which had an unfavourable impact. 
Another type of arrangement was proposed for new 
contracts under which lessors and tenants would freely 
agree to the duration and price of the lease, thereby 
doing away with the mandatory need for subrogating 
or even extending leases. This regulation, which only 
affected new leases, caused an impossible contrast 
between old (long-term and cheap) and new (generally, 
short-term and much more expensive) agreements. 
As could have been foreseen, it failed to solve the lack 
of rental housing on offer.

Hence the new amendment made to LAU6 in 1994, 
attempting to balance the polarised situation of the 
various types of lease. In this case a minimum term 
of 5 years was established for leases, allowing the 
tenant to interrupt their lease after its first year. The 
amendment once again defined rental prices as the 
result of an agreement between the two parties, 
although it established the mandatory need for 
updating prices according to the percentage change 
in the CPI . The situation remained much the same and 
the proportion of dwellings available to rent continued 
to be low. The legal insecurity perceived by owners 
was cited as the reason for a higher percentage of 
dwellings not being made available. Non-payment 
was significant in certain eras and the legal means 
proposed by various governments for speeding up 
claims failed to have the expected results. In fact, 
requests for guarantees and security deposits could 
have led to a further decline in this market, through 
the imposition of conditions that part of the population 
was unable to meet.

6
Act 29/94, of 24 November 
1994, on Urban Leases. 
Published in the Official 
State Gazette (BOE) of  
25-11-1994.
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5
Royal Decree Act 2/1985, 
of 30 April, on economic 
policy measures. Published 
in the Official State Gazette 
(BOE) of 09-05-1985.
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The latest amendment to the LAU in this context 
was made in 20137, where the biggest change was 
in reducing the term of leases to 3 years and giving 
a property's occupants the opportunity to terminate 
their lease after 6 months. This measure makes 
commercial use of the property by its owner more 
flexible but causing but seriously undermines the 
urban, neighbourhood and community roots of 
people who rent.

At the same time, Spain has been regulating social or 
officially protected housing since 1963, promoting the 
creation of a stock of homes at regulated prices which 
even the most underprivileged sections of society 
could access. Planning tools have been developed 
for this, along with systems for providing housing 
according to demand and tax and public investment 
policies. The results are highly insufficient: big sections 
of the population with difficulties in gaining access to 
housing, an insignificant market of affordable rental 
housing, a built stock of public housing that has 
ended up being privatised in the hands of its original 
residents, and a large percentage of vacant housing 
due to an inability to stimulate the rental market. An 
overall situation that ends up creating difficulties on  
a social and urban level.

In short, the policies implemented over the last few 
decades for regulating the housing market have 
essentially attempted to provide access and manage 
part of the production. Several tools have been 
launched for that purpose, including successive central 
government action plans that we could summarise 
under three categories:

7
 Act 4/2013, of 4 June 2013, 
on Measures for Relaxing 
and Promoting the Rental 
Housing Market. Published 
in the Official State Gazette 
(BOE) of 5/06/2013.

Title page of the Official 
State Gazette (BOE) of 
5 June 2013, publishing 
the Act on Measures for 
Relaxing and Promoting the 
Rental Housing Market.
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1. Direct State intervention to produce housing 
at affordable prices below market demands. 
Such intervention has envisaged not just the 
construction of new housing but also other 
important aspects for managing that housing, 
such as generating land for development that is 
conditional on building affordable housing and 
renovation-centred initiatives. 

2. The tax policy applied to provide people with 
access to housing. This packet of tools includes, 
among other things, direct financial help for 
purchasing or renting, specific taxes, tax breaks 
and promoting renovation.  
These policies also have an important influence 
on regulating funding and mortgage loans 
linked to property acquisitions. 
 

3. Legislative initiatives dedicated to regulating 
the features, uses and methods of access, 
rights and duties of all the players involved 
in the housing market. Lease regulation 
and protected-housing legislation could be 
considered the key aspects here.

Based on more specific diagnoses, these policies have 
been defined in accordance with the specific needs 
of each context. So now we are going to analyse 
Barcelona’s case in more depth.
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What has been described so far regarding housing 
could equally apply to Barcelona’s population. These 
are the global circumstances of national economies 
that locally affect places across the planet and which 
take the form of similar problems. Either way, the 
housing question in Barcelona has specific traits which 
mean it reveals itself in a unique way. We will attempt 
to review the particular features that enable a diagnosis 
of this problem in the Catalan capital below.

In the first place, it should be noted that Barcelona is 
still subject to the Right to Housing Act (Act 18/2007), 
which stipulates that “for the purposes of enforcing 
the right to housing throughout the territory of 
Catalonia, all municipalities with over 5,000 residents 
(...) must have, within twenty years, a minimum stock 
of dwellings allocated to social policies of 15% of the 
total number of existing main dwellings”8. That would 
mean some 100,000 protected dwellings in Barcelona, 
although the reality of the current situation is some 
way from achieving this goal. According to City Council 
data, the approximate figures for dwellings available at 
below-market prices in 2015 were as follows:

7,000 dwellings forming a rental housing stock 
managed with municipal intervention.
19,000 dwellings forming a stock of officially 
protected (subsidised) housing for sale 
still covered by this protection.
9,100 dwellings receiving financial help for rent 
payments
60,000 dwellings with old leases 
(close to termination).
500 social insertions dwellings managed by 
associations.

8
Article 73 of Act 18/2007, of 
28 December, on the Right 
to Housing.
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Average price of 
rental housing. Barcelona, 
2000-2015

Source: Housing and Urban 
Improvement Secretariat, 
based on rent guarantee 
bonds deposited at the 
Catalan Land Management 
Institute (Incasol).
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The case of Barcelona

So the 15% target is still at the halfway point to being 
achieved. If we examine the local property market we 
can approach the situation in greater detail. Around 
38% of the city’s dwellings are rental (making it one of 
the cities with the highest percentage of such dwellings 
on the free market in Spain). At the same time it 
also has one of the highest rental prices per square 
metre and where tenants dedicate one of the largest 
percentages of their own resources to rent payments. 
The economic crisis has given the housing market in 
Barcelona several notably unique features. In the first 
place, both rental and purchase prices fell significantly 
between 2008 and 2013. However, construction of new 
housing froze during that period and the percentage of 
rental housing rose. Because of that, renting began to 
appear as the main mechanism for accessing housing 
and prices started shooting up again from 2014 on. 

A few circumstances here allow an analytical 
interpretation of the situation.
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Risk of residential exclusion

It is worth highlighting first of all the risk of residential 
exclusion faced by a large part of Barcelona's 
population. The economic crisis since 2007 has proved 
to be especially virulent in the case of Barcelona, 
where unemployment, job insecurity and scarcity 
of economic resources have made housing access 
considerably more difficult. This can be seen in 
the tremendous effort being made to pay for it in 
the city’s neighbourhoods with the lowest-income 
residents Paradoxically, the difficulty factor is not 
for the most part determined by housing prices but 
by household incomes. In some neighbourhoods it 
has been determined that the cost of renting based 
on income is in excess of 30%, a deeply worrying 
situation. It is precisely on the basis of this figure 
(30% of family incomes or 40% including utilities) that 
the cost of renting is considered a worrying overload. 
The diagnostic observations that have been made 
in the Barcelona metropolitan area show that 16.9% 
of families are burdened by high housing payments 
(more than 40% of their income). In the specific 
case of renting, the burden in Barcelona is 42.7% on 
average (one of the highest in Europe). And among 
the families with income below €11,000 a year, the 
rate rises to 56%.

The most painful manifestation of this situation 
is the increasing number of evictions that have 
occurred in the city since 2008. While they have an 
uneven effect on the city as a whole – over 50% take 
place in the Sants-Montjuïc, Nou Barris and Ciutat 
Vella districts – the concern is everywhere. Many 
of the city’s resources have had to be allocated 

PAH Barcelona mobilisation 
to halt an eviction in 2018.
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to protecting these co-habitation units while a 
significant level of effective residential exclusion has 
been reached: overcrowded housing, substandard 
housing, improper subletting, squatting, makeshift 
settlements and people living rough are just a few of 
the consequences of this situation.

Several groups may be considered genuinely harmed 
by this situation. One of them has been the youngest 
section of the population, a sector in clear decline, 
whose age of emancipation continues to rise and 
whose percentage of resources allocated to housing is 
becoming increasingly large. Elderly people too face 
difficulties. In their case, the population bracket in this 
situation is on the rise – close to 50% of Barcelona's 
population is at least 50 years old – and future 
problems are expected over housing accessibility and 
mobility as well the ageing of buildings themselves. 
Part of this group are people living alone, where 
the problem becomes more acute in situations of 
dependency. Another group specially suffering 
the housing problem is the immigrant population, 
making up over 20% of the census total. Their places 
of residence are concentrated at several points in 
the city – practically half are located in Ciutat Vella. 
Insecure financial (and often legal) circumstances, job 
instability and communication difficulties can put them 
in complex situations where they are obliged to invest 
a good part of their resources in totally substandard 
dwellings. Other complicated situations are those 
experienced by single-parent families, women victims 
of gender violence and people with different capacities 
(especially those with limited mobility), all of which 
represent vulnerable situations which are often 
reflected in residential difficulties.
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Tourist pressure

A second important feature typifying the state of the 
housing question in Barcelona is tourist pressure. 
Tourism is one of the causes of gentrification in some 
of the city’s neighbourhoods. The reason here is the 
high return that can be obtained in Barcelona from 
tourist properties (which can be up to 4 times higher 
than on standard lets). Luxury dwellings and tourist 
apartments intended as accommodation for the city’s 
visitors have become lucrative uses for small and 
medium-sized property owners and investment funds 
in search of profitability. 

Despite the existence of a Special Tourist 
Accommodation Urban Development Plan (PEUAT), 
which has banned primary-residence dwellings from 
being replaced with tourist-use accommodation, the 
percentage of flats whose owners fail to declare their 
activity is extremely high. It has been estimated that 
up to 40% of the tourist flats on offer in the city are 
illegal. The competition for profitability is too high 
and the measures taken since 2015 for stopping the 
phenomenon had no effect.

Vacant dwellings

A third feature to take into account when tracing 
an itinerary through Barcelona’s specific difficulties 
over housing is its considerably large stock of vacant 
dwellings. However, as the diagnostic work carried out 
by Barcelona City Council shows, the reality regarding 
the city's vacant dwellings census may not be as bad 
as our collective imagination would have it. Even 
though it is true that in the property boom, before the 

Inspection for compiling the 
Vacant Dwellings Census.
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bubble burst, more dwellings were produced than 
were ultimately occupied. There was also an exodus of 
residents to dwellings in outlying areas, at much more 
affordable prices than in Barcelona, during the years 
before the crisis.

According to studies conducted by Barcelona City 
Council enabling a systematic census to be drawn up, 
around 1.3% of the city’s total number of dwellings are 
vacant. For the purposes of keeping such estimates 
up to date, a specific diagnosis is needed for this 
problem, which limits the social use of housing, and 
a new strategy get this built and underused housing 
stock on the market.

Ageing of the residential stock

A final factor that needs to be addressed is the state of 
conservation of Barcelona's housing stock. While the 
situation has improved over the last few decades (78% 
of dwellings were considered to be in good conditions 
in 1991, whereas two decades later the figure has 
risen to 90%), we must not lose sight of the threat that 
comes with technological obsolescence. We can focus 
on three basic factors:

Ageing buildings. In some of the city's districts – 
such as the explicit case of Ciutat Vella – the average 
age of the building stock is considerable, entailing 
maintenance problems for the building envelopes 
(façades and roofs), installations and supplies, and 
occasionally structural problems, which cannot 
always be dealt with by residents. In addition, 
ageing has been frequently used as a factor for 
property mobbing by those intent on expelling 
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tenants with old leases. Ageing can therefore be a 
factor triggered by other factors and that needs to 
be taken into account.

Accessibility problems. It is believed that practically 
half of the housing stock would fail to comply with 
current legislation on accessibility (a quarter of 
Barcelona's dwellings have no lift, for example). 
Bearing in mind the progressive ageing of the 
population, accessibility difficulties can become a 
basic factor in loss of residential quality in the future.

Energy inefficiency. It can likewise be pointed 
out that only 5% of Barcelona's dwellings were 
built after the approval of the Technical Building 
Code in 20069. That means that the heating 
insulation and energy performance requirements 
for the overwhelming majority of Barcelona's 
properties were not exacting enough when they 
were built. The problem that arises is not just the 
consumption of energy resources on household 
heating and air conditioning but also the energy 
poverty in particular that results from an incapacity 
to assume such costs.

New designs, new economic effort

It is in this context, and for the purposes of reversing 
the situation, that the change of municipal government 
at Barcelona City Council in 2015 represented a 
watershed in housing policies. 

Based on the premise of enforcing people’s 
fundamental right to housing, the new team has 
been working on a battery of strategic measures and 

9
Royal Decree 314/2006, of 
17 March, approving the 
Technical Building Code.
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tools that have begun to be applied in Barcelona. 
Its approach here is particularly noteworthy, as is 
the fact of having tackled it by prioritising municipal 
investment in housing policies, when, as we have 
seen, the basic powers in this area fall to the regional 
government. Despite that, numerous measures 
have been launched thanks to the funding support 
provided by European public banking. Among other 
achievements, all the municipal investment and 
strategic action will enable the stock of public rental 
housing to double over the coming years. In fact, 
the current map of affordable housing developments 
show 72 are under way and at various stages. So, the 
impetus achieved is very significant, and in addition 
to this strategy there are other initiatives, such as a 
notable policy for purchasing land and buildings, a 
greater insistence on the social use of housing and 
the issuing of fines for improper uses reflecting a 
new housing discipline, as well as more efficient 
management of rent subsidies for those sectors with 
greater difficulties – 10,000 families are estimated to 
benefit from this.

Carrying out the entire process requires an economic 
effort on the part of Barcelona City Council without 
precedence. Indeed, we could almost say without 
precedence in all the experiences of municipal policies 
throughout Spain. Some of the data that enable us to 
quantify this effort are as follows10:

The City Council's direct budget for housing policies 
between 2016 and 2019 is more than €180 million. 
This represents a budget increase of over 50% 
compared to the previous period.

10
Data consulted in the 2017 
Assessment of the Right 
to Housing Plan: http://
habitatge.barcelona/sites/
default/files/balanc_2017_
pdhb.pdf
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But the total amount of resources made available 
for housing in this period is nearly €990 million. 
This has been made possible, among other 
initiatives, thanks to the external funding 
mechanisms in operation. Finally, we should also 
mention the efforts made in the area of human 
resources. The reorganisation of the management 
infrastructure that flows from creating new 
institutional agents enables a near doubling  
of the staff working on housing.

In short, tackling such ambitious goals necessarily 
implies innovation in defining the action required,  
as can be seen in the stages we shall see below.
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To address the situation we have just outline means 
tackling the problem of housing from a position where 
we need to learn from rather than repeat the mistakes 
of the past, accepting the conditions implied by the 
limited powers for dealing with the problem locally 
and positioning ourselves to tackle the crisis of public 
action in its capitalist context, with the support of the 
collaborative resources offered by emerging forms  
of association. 

Innovating, as defined by the Spanish Royal Language 
Academy’s dictionary, means “changing or altering 
something, by introducing new features”. Innovating 
in housing policies could be interpreted from the 
perspective of introducing new strategies, agents 
and useful tools for changing the existing models 
and creating new opportunities for the habitat. That 
needs to be creative and can only be tackled through 
a holistic approach capable of contemplating all the 
layers of action, and all the situations, periods and 
windows of opportunity. 

Given this understanding of the need for innovation, 
all the initiatives carried out in Barcelona between 
2015 and 2018 identified the various times when public 
intervention was necessary. So it is possible to view 
the measures considered from the various stages and 
scales of application, which provide an overall picture 
of the needs and problems detected. 

The first strategic initiative here was to carry out a 
full diagnosis of Barcelona’s housing situation. To 
that end a snapshot of the current situation has been 
taken through exhaustive quantitative and qualitative 
exploration work on the problem, accompanied by 
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studies on housing policy models and typological 
analyses of public housing. As regards the results of 
this diagnosis, work has been done in two basic areas. 

First, the housing policy management tools, 
covering areas such as regulations, defining agents 
and participants, and defining new intervention 
resources and methodologies. 

Second, the tools for action and directly defining 
a new public housing stock, attentive to new 
typological, technological, ecological and 
territorial needs.

Diagnostic mechanisms

As in every approach to any subject of research, the 
first approach to the housing problem should be 
to find out the current state of the art. The existing 
statistical information (only quantitative) or results of 
initiatives carried out by those previously in charge 
(occasionally suspected of having possible propaganda 
aims) are insufficient tools for obtaining full, objective 
and useful information to identify the most important 
problems. Hence the need to determine which agents 
will update the situation, observe the critical aspects 
and identify the ideal work spaces for solving them. It 
is also important to commission diagnostic tools from 
external bodies that enable objective and qualitative 
audits of the situation facing the city to be carried out.

Adopting these criteria, Barcelona has considered the 
diagnostic action of the following agents and tools:
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Diagnostic agents:
Barcelona Metropolitan Housing Observatory (O-HB)
Barcelona Observatory for Architectural Renovation 
(OBRA)

Diagnostic tools:
Vacant dwellings census
Study on residential vulnerability areas
Rental price index
Private housing acquisitions
Report on housing policies in the international context
Report on gender flexibility and equality in housing 
typologies

Managing the housing stock

Having identified the problems and opportunities that 
can become housing policy goals, a management 
structure should be created that is capable of operating 
efficiently with the available housing stock, using 
the most appropriate management tools. An optimal 
infrastructure makes it possible to exploit the available 
resources to the full, order the priorities and plan 
legislation, regulations and programmes promoting 
the goals set out under the housing policies. Nor 
should affordable housing management ignore the 
possibility of reconverting part of the existing stock.

By attending to these priorities, Barcelona has 
launched a series of tools managed by new agents 
defined for that purpose:

Introduction

Barcelona Metropolitan 
Housing Observatory.
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Management agents:
Municipal Institute of Housing and Renovation 
(IMHAB)
Barcelona Housing Consortium
Barcelona Social Housing Council (CHSB)
Habitatge Metròpolis Barcelona

Management tools:
Barcelona Right to Housing Plan
Amendment to the General Metropolitan Plan
Amendment to the Regulatory Byelaw on Municipal 
Intervention Procedures in Public Works (ORPIMO)
European public banking loans
“The key is in your hands” programme

Initiatives for bringing about affordable housing

When the available affordable housing stock is clearly 
insufficient for covering the needs of the population, 
it is necessary to devote a large part of our efforts 
to building affordable housing. This is faced with 
two main difficulties. First, tackling the prevailing 
model for access to owned dwellings. This decades-
long system has led to the privatisation of dwellings 
built with public resources. The new model needs to 
ensure permanent affordable housing. Second, and in 
conjunction with the above, producing a new housing 
stock should provide for the participation of private 
entities that guarantee longer-term management of 
the model, for example, through mechanisms for 
assigning land uses.

Based on these goals, Barcelona has established new 
agents for producing a new affordable housing stock, 
putting tools at their disposal which are capable of 
optimising the possibilities:

Innovation stages

Municipal Institute of 
Housing and Renovation 
(IMHAB).
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Implementation agents:
Residential Exclusion Unit (UCER)
Promotion foundations and cooperatives
Assigned-for-use cooperatives

Implementation tools:
Housing interior renovations
Tactical groupings for inclusive
repopulation (ATRI)
Temporary local accommodation (APROP)
Cohousing
Architectural competitions

Temporary exhibition on 
types of APROP buildings 
that will be constructed in 
Barcelona.
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If one goal has been a priority in Barcelona’s housing 
policies over the last few years it is addressing 
the housing emergency that hit the city’s populace 
following the economic crisis and the collapse of 
the property bubble. The situation in 2015 depicted 
a city where the right to housing had remained in 
the hands of financial assets. The social function had 
disappeared and housing construction as a public 
service was a minority, non-priority activity. That is 
why ensuring the social function and strengthening 
of the right to housing have become the pillars 
on which all the management and construction 
infrastructures set up rest. Strengthening the right 
to housing involves making regulatory changes and 
defining the management and production entities 
already operating in the city. 

The prevalence of house-buying model has been 
a problem historically when it comes to offering 
affordable housing. Offering a supply of decent 
public housing for rent at below-market prices 
has therefore been another of the main goals set. 
Maintaining a significant stock over time not only 
allows a good number of co-habitation and family 
units to be housed, it also has a significant effect 
on the entire private rental market. Achieving 
this housing stock not only means taking into 
account new architectural production but also all 
the resources for enabling the transformation, 
renovation, recovery and adaptation of part of 
the existing stock. In that regard, guaranteeing a 
suitable use for already existing housing includes 
the necessary steps for locating dwellings that are 
vacant or used for illegal tourist activities, as well 
as locating infrastructures or dwellings with serious 
habitability flaws.
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Bearing in mind the existing housing emergency, 
strategies are being considered for generating an 
affordable housing stock which facilitate an urgent 
and efficient management of needs. Involving non-
public community agents, innovating in temporary-
accommodation management, renovation as the 
cross-cutting line of work, strengthening processes 
for generating and locating available land and actively 
promoting architectural competitions are just a few of 
the tools enabling an effective and innovative public 
service for providing affordable housing. A collateral 
effect of these functions is the qualitative repercussion 
in urban terms: gentrification is avoided, the stability 
of neighbourhood communities is guaranteed and, in 
short, the city-housing link is strengthened.

As an interpretation of these goals, we can summarise 
the strategies considered as follows:

Strategy 1: Social rights
Strengthening the right to housing
Social function of housing guarantee
Housing stability guarantee
Easy access to housing

Strategy 2: Habitat production
Expanding the affordable housing stock
Mobilising the private housing stock
Promoting renovations
Promoting land for protected housing

Strategy 3: Urban classification
Action against gentrification
Action against property speculation
Integration between housing and city
Improving the quality of housing
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Social rights

Strengthening the right to 
housing

Housing stability 
guarantee

Social function of housing 
guarantee

Easy access to housing

Right to Housing Plan
Amendment to Byelaw 
Regulating Municipal 
Intervention Procedures 
in Public Works (ORPIMO)
Bank loans

Habitatge Metròpolis BCN
Bank loans
BCN Housing Consortium

Right to Housing Plan
Bank loans
BCN Housing Consortium
Barcelona Social Housing 
Council (CHSB)

Amendment to Byelaw 
Regulating Municipal 
Intervention Procedures 
in Public Works (ORPIMO)

Foundations
Assigned-for-use 
cooperatives
Architectural competitions
Cohousing

Foundations
Assigned-for-use 
cooperatives
Residential Exclusion Unit 
(UCER)
Provisional Local 
Accommodation 
Programme (APROP)
Interior renovations
Cohousing

Foundations
Tactical Groupings for 
Inclusive Repopulation 
(ATRI)

Foundations
Tactical Inclusive 
Repopulation 
Accommodation (ATRI)

Implementation

Barcelona Metropolitan 
Housing Observatory 
(O-HB)
Report on vulnerable 
areas

Rental price index
Report on housing 
policies

Vacant dwellings census
Study on building 
purchases
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Habitat production Urban classification

Expanding the affordable 
housing stock

Mobilising the private 
housing stock

Promoting renovation Promoting land for 
protected housing

Action against 
gentrification

Action against property 
speculation

Integration between 
housing and city

Improving the quality 
of housing

Barcelona Municipal Institute 
of Housing and Renovation 
(IMHAB)
Habitatge Metròpolis BCN
Right to Housing Plan
Amendment to the General 
Metropolitan Plan (MPGM)
Bank loans
“The key is in your hands”
BCN Housing Consortium

Right to Housing Plan
“The key is in your hands”

Barcelona Municipal 
Institute of Housing and 
Renovation (IMHAB)
Right to Housing Plan
Amendment to Byelaw 
Regulating Municipal 
Intervention Procedures in 
Public Works (ORPIMO)
“The key is in your hands”
BCN Housing Consortium
Barcelona Social Housing 
Council (CHSB)

Barcelona Municipal 
Institute of Housing and 
Renovation (IMHAB)
Amendment to the General 
Metropolitan Plan (MPGM)
BCN Housing Consortium
Barcelona Social Housing 
Council (CHSB)

Amendment to Byelaw 
Regulating Municipal 
Intervention Procedures in 
Public Works (ORPIMO)

Habitatge Metròpolis BCN
Right to Housing Plan
Amendment to Byelaw 
Regulating Municipal 
Intervention Procedures in 
Public Works (ORPIMO)
“The key is in your hands”

Amendment to the General 
Metropolitan Plan (MPGM)

Amendment to the Byelaw 
Regulating Municipal 
Intervention Procedures in 
Public Works (ORPIMO)
Barcelona Social Housing 
Council (CHSB)

Tactical Groupings for 
Inclusive Repopulation 
(ATRI)
Architectural competitions

Interior renovations Interior renovations

Assigned-for-use 
cooperatives
Cohousing

Residential Exclusion Unit 
(UCER)
Tactical Groupings for 
Inclusive Repopulation 
(ATRI)
Provisional Local 
Accommodation 
Programme (APROP)

Residential Exclusion Unit 
(UCER)

Tactical Groupings for 
Inclusive Repopulation 
(ATRI)
Provisional Local 
Accommodation 
Programme (APROP)
Architectural competitions

Interior renovations
Architectural competitions

Barcelona Metropolitan 
Housing Observatory (O-HB)
Vacant dwellings census
Report on vulnerable areas

Study on building 
purchases

Barcelona Observatory for 
Architectural Renovation 
(OBRA)

Barcelona Observatory for 
Architectural Renovation 
(OBRA)

Report on vulnerable areas

Barcelona Metropolitan 
Housing Observatory 
(O-HB)
Vacant dwellings census
Rental price index
Study on building 
purchases
Report on housing policies

Report on vulnerable areas

Barcelona Observatory for 
Architectural Renovation 
(OBRA)
Report on flexibility
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Owing to the state of the art outlined in the previous 
chapter, the main goal for both the agents and the 
work tools proposed at this stage is an updated 
mapping of the city’s housing situation. The need for 
a suitable diagnosis is all the more justified given 
the uniqueness of the time as regards the economic 
instability experienced during the recent economic 
crisis. A good working diagnosis, developing agents 
and tools capable of evaluating and updating advances 
in housing, is essential if we are to prevent future 
situations where difficulties in accessing housing  
could worsen.

The Metropolitan Housing Observatory is proposed 
as the main agent for this diagnosis, thanks to its 
capacity to generate and share information derived 
from multiple resources. It is being joined by the 
Barcelona Observatory for Renovation, on the lookout 
for opportunities that arise in the city to promote and 
disseminate the latest state of dwellings.

The tools proposed likewise contribute invaluable 
information relating to the current housing situation 
in Barcelona. The Dwellings Census, the Report on 
Areas of Vulnerability, the Rental Price Index and the 
Studies on Building Purchases all explore the potential 
of under-used places and detect difficult spaces. The 
reports on housing policies and on gender flexibility 
and equality contribute the means for improving 
housing management and its quality.
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Barcelona Metropolitan 
Housing Observatory 
(O-HB)

Diagnostic agents

Barcelona Observatory 
for Architectural 
Renovation (OBRA) 
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Diagnosis

Barcelona Metropolitan Housing 
Observatory (O-HB)

The Barcelona Metropolitan Housing 
Observatory (O-HB) is a metropolitan 
area entity with a holistic approach to 
housing. Its function is to contribute 
useful information, data, studies and 
analytical tools for designing and 
promoting public housing  policies.
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This is a supra-municipal instrument capable of 
applying a holistic approach to housing by contributing 
full information and the tools necessary for assessing 
and designing the policies for addressing this issue. It 
is therefore being considered as a benchmark element 
for the various authorities involved in the area and its 
residents.

The Observatory, set up in 2016, works in 
coordination with the technical departments of 
the public authorities, as well as private-sector 
entities and businesses, to establish the analytical 
methodologies required for pooling all the available 
data and information. That way a complete picture 
of the housing situation throughout the Barcelona 
metropolitan area can be obtained. The information 
elaboration process provides for the centralisation of 
the available data and the design of new indicators 
to fill in the gaps. Information can therefore be made 
available online in an accessible way so it can be 
used by the various Catalan authorities as well as the 
general public. This information processing facilitates 
an effective inter-authority dialogue that enables the 
appropriate housing strategies to be identified in  
each case.

The public authorities linked to the O-HB are 
Barcelona City Council, the Barcelona Metropolitan 
Area, Barcelona Provincial Council and the Catalan 
Government (Generalitat). 
The O-HB shares information with the various 
departments of these authorities that deal with housing 
and, in turn, detects information gaps for generating 
new indicators based on the specific studies conducted. 
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These studies or laboratories focus on several 
strategic lines, among others the rental housing 
market, with studies on rental supply and demand 
in the public and private sectors, the buyer's market, 
monitoring the activity and potential of public 
housing policies, residential property, vacant flats and 
residential exclusion.

The laboratories are formed in agreement with 
 the various agents involved in each case. The aim  
is to increase our knowledge of housing matters, 
which is still limited to the currently available data. 
Ways of boosting this knowledge, by linking it to 
designing methodologies that enable access to new 
fields of information and ways of displaying it, are  
being explored.

The Observatory compiles this data in its two main 
outputs:

An annual statistical report offering a diagnosis 
compared with the metropolitan area.

A dynamic online display of statistical data that  
can be accessed by the public authority and the 
general public.

In short, the O-HB may be considered a complete 
database on housing and a space for objective debate. 
Its use must facilitate responses during the design of 
public housing policies, ensuring the neutrality and 
objectivity of data, and making information available 
to the public through networking.

Barcelona Metropolitan Housing 
Observatory (O-HB) 57
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The O-HB website has been designed as an interactive 
tool that allows authorities and the general public 
to display all the data on housing mapped in the 
metropolitan area. The quantity of indicators included 
means they can consult aspects as heterogeneous  
as rental prices and state of building conservation.

https://www.ohb.cat
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D: The Barcelona Metropolitan  
Housing Observatory is conceived as  
a tool for diagnosing the housing situation  
in the metropolitan area. What do you 
consider to be the essential goals as  
regards its usefulness in promoting new 
housing policies?

C: The essential goal is to having as 
much information as possible on every 
facet of the world of housing for the entire 
metropolitan area. It already has a lot 
of information but there are gaps, there 
are current realities that are not being 
sufficiently analysed with the information 
tools we have had at our disposal up to 
now. The aim, therefore, is to try to fill in 
these statistical gaps and, above all, go 
down to the smallest possible territorial 
level so we can make an analysis not just 
of aggregates but also of municipalities, 
districts and smaller areas. So we are 
talking about a twin goal: having maximum 
information and being able to reach 
a level of disaggregation which some 
statistics do not permit. An example of 
such information gaps would be the state 
of building conservation. Here we have 
very summary information provided every 
ten years by the housing censuses, with a 
very imprecise (good, bad, defective…) and 
aggregated building classification. There 

are now new administrative instruments 
which will enable us to find out more 
about this reality, such as the Technical 
Building Inspection (ITE). This is one line of 
work: ensuring that the ITEs are rigorous 
and give rise to a more detailed study. 
Another example in one of the areas of 
most concern, the rental housing market, 
is the creation of benchmark rental-price 
indices. Here we have useful data from the 
Register of Rent-Guarantee Bonds, which 
provide information on several features 
of the dwellings. Nevertheless, we lack 
information on the age of the properties, 
whether or not they have a lift or if 
renovation work has been carried out on 
them recently, etc. So there is not enough 
data for information on the rental housing 
market to be as accurate as possible. These 
would be two examples of work lines where 
sufficient information is still not available.   

D: Evictions and homeless people are 
situations that have made the housing 
problem more visible. What other 
difficulties is society experiencing in 
relation to housing that the Observatory has 
helped to spot?

C: In recent years we have become 
very sensitised to the problem of people 
losing their homes, as that is certainly 

Carme Trilla interview

Carme Trilla is an economist, an expert on housing 
policies, the Chair of the Hàbitat3 Foundation 
and, since 2017, she has been the President of the 
Barcelona Metropolitan Housing Observatory.
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Carme Trilla interview

the most dramatic situation. But this has 
obscured other problems, such as people’s 
inability to access housing and therefore 
achieve emancipation, as well as the 
situation of people at risk of losing their 
homes, basically owing to an imbalance 
between housing costs and their income. 
The latter represent cases where an eviction 
has not yet occurred – it may be that not 
paying has not even been considered – but 
they involve a situation of risk. These are 
issues we have been working on at the 
Observatory to determine what is called 
“housing overburden rate” which families 
have suffer. It is an analytical method used 
on a European level that we are attempting 
to bring down to our geographic level to 
detect the zones where greater tension 
arises between these parameters: the cost 
of the housing and families’ capacity to 
pay. This can give rise to proposals for 
preventive policies and locate the focuses 
of the problem. 

The emancipation of young people is 
another important point. Here, obviously, 
there is another key parameter (the 
employment index) though we need 
to analyse in more detail where most 
emancipation problems are concentrated. 

There could be a third line of work for 
the future which we are also considering 
and which we are going to work on in 2019: 
the housing problem for elderly people. This 
group has shown a fairly strong capacity 
for resistance during this latest crisis thanks 
to the fact their dwellings were either fully 
paid for or rented out under old leases, 
though this would not necessarily be the 
case in the future, suggesting a future with 
risks for elderly people. And this is another 
focus of the Observatory’s analysis.

D: Are rises in rental housing prices 
and difficulties in paying off mortgages 
situations that can be reversed?

 
C: Mortgages and rental payments are 

two separate things. In the former case, 
we can provide data on the point where 
families are at risk of not being able to pay 
off their debts, although this is a problem 
in an area that has to do with acquired 
mortgage credit. It is a type of negotiation 
carried out with banks and in a space 
that, as the Observatory, we have not 
entered. By contrast, with regard to rents, 
we have studied the work being done in 
other European countries and cities in this 
area, given that it is a common concern 
today in most European states, insofar 
as rents are rising faster than salaries. 
There are countries, such as Germany, 
where considerable progress has been 
made because renting is the predominant 
residential model on a private level. We 
have carried out comparative studies and 
the conclusion we have reached is that 
we need benchmark rent indices. There 
are some in Catalonia but we have been 
working to make them more accurate and 
rigorous.

The debate on public policies regarding 
these benchmark indices is an open debate. 
As the Observatory, what we are doing is 
pointing out where the alarm lights are, as 
well as the areas and ways that benchmark 
indices can be perfected Both of these are 
information that we can provide. From there 
the polices that are adopted are decisions 
that depend on the public authorities. We 
can subsequently assess the impact of the 
policies and their capacity to have an effect 
on the problem.
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We are also observing what the market 
dynamics are in Barcelona based on studies 
conducted with property portals. According 
to data for 2017 and 2018, it appears that 
rental prices have reached a ceiling and 
it will be difficult for them to continue 
growing at the pace they have been. There 
is a critical mass of applicants for rental 
housing unable to pay these prices. In a 
way, what we are doing is updating that 
thermometer so it is capable of predicting, 
should the case arise, a future rise in rental 
prices according to volume of demand. 
These are the three areas we are in.

D: In what way have housing  
policies failed historically to reached  
today's situation, especially in the 
Metropolitan Area?

C: The main mistake in our country has 
been not to have public housing stocks 
available in adequate quantities. We've 
got a public stock that is practically non-
existent. In actual fact this in itself is not 
necessarily good or bad, but in a situation 
of serious social stress over housing, the 
public sector has no tools for mitigating 
the problem because it does not have this 
public housing stock available to it. This 
considerably limits the public sector's 
capacity to act. In principle, the people who 
own or rent a private dwelling, or have or 
rent a protected dwelling, have apparently 
solved their problem, but if situations arise 
such as the crisis we have experienced – or 
the current situation of rising rentals – a 
public authority has few resources up its 
sleeve to offer people solutions.

The second problem is that a 
considerable amount of officially protected 
housing was built in this country, which 
millions of people in Spain were given 
access to. But that protection had an expiry 

date: today those dwellings are no longer 
protected but free housing, so everything 
is in the hands of the totally free market. 
There is no intermediate market between 
the public market and the free market, 
which would be the protected market, 
where the sale and conveyance prices 
of housing could be regulated. This has 
disappeared, not because it did not exist, 
but because there was no vision of this 
protection having to last long term. The 
idea, put forward in Catalonia in 2004, and 
before that in the Basque Country, at the 
end of the 1990s, is that housing should be 
protected indefinitely, so that market can be 
controlled by the authorities.

D: What advantages does a 
metropolitan-scale instrument have for 
tackling the housing problem? To what 
extent does the distribution of powers over 
housing affect the impetus for solutions?

C: Yes, we have a kind of contradiction 
here. On the one hand, we have a property 
market and a sociological and demographic 
reality that is fairly common to all that we 
can consider a metropolitan area – maybe 
even greater than the metropolitan area. 
This reality, if it had no administrative 
boundaries, would operate as a single 
open market, with a displacement of the 
population within this broader area. In 
fact, that is the reality of the free housing 
market: when someone does not find 
the housing they want in Barcelona, they 
look for it in Sant Just or Gavà, and no 
one is surprised. But when we speak of a 
protected housing market that is a public 
responsibility, this situation does not arise 
as municipal administrative boundaries 
are a barrier (each municipality has its 
own urban planning policy and social 
requirements). Which is why we are 
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Carme Trilla interview

effectively entering a contradiction. For 
example, Barcelona residents who could 
find housing in another municipality, cannot 
do so because each municipality’s dwellings 
are reserved for families registered as 
living in that municipality. So this is about 
administrative barriers. It is an issue that 
has to do with adopting the broadest range 
of approaches. There is a metropolitan 
housing consortium and we shall have to 
see which fields progress can be made in 
if we are to break down these boundaries 
a little, because they are making the 
situation worse for some people in certain 
municipalities. It is a balance that is hard to 
achieve but it is one of the debates that has 
to be put on the table. 

D: In view of the data produced by the 
Observatory, what are the indispensable 
recommendations for tackling the current 
housing situation?

C: The truth is that, ever since we set 
up the Observatory, we have been saying 
we would not do that work but, following 
the first report we published, were asked to 
draw up some recommendations. Finally, 
we did so, we compiled a list of proposals 
and we have continued doing so in other 
reports when asked. We understand this 
is the natural outcome of the studies, so 
we make these recommendations and 
put them on the table. Whether they are 
put into practice depends on financial and 
operational capacities on the one hand 
and on political will on the other. What is 
essential at the moment is increasing the 
supply of affordable rental housing. This 
is the main immediate goal, which will not 
be achieved in the short term and, unless 
all our available resources are mobilised, 
will not be achieved in medium term either. 
We need to mobilise available land, both 

municipal and private land reserved for 
protected housing, and this should be 
activated expeditiously. At present we do 
not have this supply and this is something 
that we also need to balance the supply of 
free-market housing, where prices are too 
high, as we have already mentioned.

The second challenge would be to 
increase the protected housing stock 
Besides the public housing stock, which 
sometimes tends to dominate the municipal 
debate, affordable social private housing is 
also important, where provided for non-
profit purposes or by developers dedicated 
to rental housing management. It would 
also be important to increase housing 
policy to the level of budgetary resources, 
so they can be more incisive and have a 
greater capacity for providing families with 
help to pay for housing, and so they can be 
preventive, to protect people who already 
have a home from losing it, to trigger help 
and stop an eviction from occurring. And 
financial help too with renovation, heating 
and air-conditioning in buildings, so that 
people have a decent home, because 
what we are experiencing in many areas 
are situations of homes that are neither 
suitable or decent. So, these would be the 
challenges, which we are always talking 
about and which ought to be adequately 
provided for from a budgetary perspective. 
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Barcelona Observatory for 
Architectural Renovation (OBRA) 

The Barcelona Observatory for 
Architectural Renovation is an 
entity whose goal is to promote 
architectural housing renovation 
as a tool for expanding the city’s 
affordable housing stock.
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OBRA, an association constituted in 2013 and made  
up of various bodies headed by Barcelona City Council, 
works to ensure that the architectural and energy 
renovation of residential buildings is an essential  
part of guaranteeing the right to decent housing.  
At the same time, it is regarded as a crucial factor  
in improving accessibility and energy efficiency.

We could say that OBRA has three vital functions:

Promoting innovation in the field of renovation. 
One the one hand, promoting innovative initiatives 
in the field of renovation, by promoting studies 
and research in novel material methodologies, 
techniques and applications. On the other, 
coordinating and boosting specialist training, 
acting as a centralising point for documents and 
information on that.

Promoting and disseminating renovation. OBRA 
works to disseminate its values and promotes 
various objectives linked to innovation and 
improving building modernisation processes.

Improving the regulatory framework that governs 
renovation processes. OBRA is therefore a reference 
point for technical and legal advice on housing 
renovation matters.
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Núria Pedrals interview

D: To what extent do you consider 
renovation to be important for achieving an 
affordable housing stock in Barcelona?

N: In a climate such as ours, I 
believe that renovating buildings, 
neighbourhoods and dwellings is one 
of the most reasonable, economic and 
healthy ways of fighting energy poverty 
and improving people’s quality of life, 
including tackling health problems. When 
I say reasonable, I am referring to two key 
aspects. First, financial costs: renovating 
is not cheap, but it does cut building 
maintenance costs, both in energy and 
construction terms, and it avoids health-
related expenses. (It has been shown that 
lung, rheumatoid and arthritic diseases, 
among others, are directly related to the 
poor environmental conditions in housing 
– humidity, temperature and ventilation.) 
Second, it has also been shown that one 
of the big problems elderly people have is 
loneliness and reduced social relations.

Renovating buildings and 
neighbourhoods also helps here by offering 
the possibility of accessibility through lift 
installation, and by preventing elderly people 
from being forced to leave their homes or 
neighbourhoods, and out of their social 
circles, for health or financial reasons.   

D: One of the aims the Barcelona 
Observatory for Renovation has set itself 
is to promote innovation in the field 
of renovation. In what areas can this 
innovation be applied?

N: Innovating in renovation is not easy. 
Above all, existing buildings have major 
constraints and, as regards their surfaces 
and alignment, offer few possibilities for 
alterations. But there are some aspects 
susceptible to innovation. First, the 
technological aspects. It is clear these 
days that the range of materials, systems 
for automating or monitoring/regulating 
energy expenses and facilities is enormous, 
with new products appearing every day. 
Second, the innovation being called for 
also relates to building management and 
reserving certain areas for community use. 
This is especially understandable when 
we are talking of buildings for the elderly, 
for example. In other cases it is the need 
for some communal services or use of 
terrace roofs that supplement residents’ 
independence. So it is an aspect to be taken 
into account in renovation as well. 

D: Besides architectural accessibility 
and energy efficiency in buildings, what are 
the main challenges to housing renovation?

Núria Pedrals interview

Núria Pedrals is an architect and former 
managing director for Building Quality 
and Housing Renovation 
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N:  The main challenge I believe we are 
faced with is conveying to the public the 
positive effects of renovation as explained 
above (energy savings that lead to financial 
or health-care savings directly linked to 
poor living conditions, improving comfort 
and creating healthier environmental 
conditions for people). Also, of course, 
avoiding people being uprooted, which is 
never good. Statistics show that whoever 
changes their dwelling does so for a very 
sound reason and, where they can, they 
stay in the same neighbourhood and 
sometimes even in the same building. 

D: To what extent is there a need to 
insist on promoting and disseminating 
renovation? Does it involve cultural values 
that the city has not yet taken on board?

N: I think this is one of the big 
problems we have. It particularly affects 
energy renovation and renovating the 
communal areas of buildings. It is quite 
usual to see housing that is very well 
maintained with renovated interiors but 
where the building's communal areas have 
been totally abandoned. It is still hard to 
convince communities of the need not 
only for renovations but also that ongoing 
maintenance would largely prevent the 
need for large-scale renovation work. 

Curiously enough, there are no 
obligations in the rest of Europe for 
maintaining or renovating buildings 
although both activities are continually 
carried out. Nevertheless, in Spain, where 
we have Technical Building Inspections 
(ITEs) and the Building Book as a result 
of legislation requiring both maintenance 
and checks to be carried out, no such 
“culture” exists. I believe there are various 
reasons for that, the economic situation, 
for one thing. Obviously, communities 

with higher incomes, which usually goes 
hand in hand with having a higher socio-
cultural level, carry out considerably more 
renovations. Communities with medium-
to-low incomes and social-cultural levels 
will not carry out renovations, unless they 
are obliged to and receive considerable 
help from the authorities (both financially 
and in management terms). And above all, 
buildings are not maintained. 

D: OBRA also proposes improving 
the regulatory framework governing 
renovation. What possible initiatives are 
there in this direction?

N:  In my opinion, the existing 
legislation needs to be complied with, 
rather than new statutes introduced. The 
ITEs, with a few nuances in the decree, are 
a valid tool for reminding communities 
of their obligation to maintain and, where 
appropriate, renovate their buildings. 

It would be useful, as far as possible, 
for administrative procedures to be 
clarified and simplified, with regard to 
ITEs and building permits. Likewise, the 
procedures for the grants and subsidies 
offered by the Housing Consortium are 
complex. So OBRA is working to change 
the terms and conditions of the call for 
renovation grant applications as the 
current one has become obsolete. Last but 
not least: funding. Were legislation to allow 
cities to grant or cover renovation-work 
loans, this would go a long way towards 
expanding the possibilities for numerous 
communities to carry out such work. 

D: Bearing in mind your experience in 
the sector, what do you think are the most 
important challenges and difficulties facing 
renovation in the future in Barcelona?
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N: The most important challenge I 
believe that we are facing is to convince, 
or persuade, people of the advantages 
of renovation. Of course it is very hard, 
and all the more so in a country such as 
ours. We are only too aware that part of 
the population will never be able carry 
out renovations without direct help from 
the local authority (both financial and 
managerial), although there is a section of 
the public, fairly broad in Barcelona, that 
would be ready to carry out renovations 
were it not for the many difficulties and 
lack of incentives. Three situations make 
renovating difficult for this sector of the 
population: first, the lack of affordable 
funding for carrying out renovations. 
Mortgaging a dwelling or, in the best of 
cases, accessing a personal loan at a high 
bank interest rate should not be the only 
way for people to obtain a loan to pay for 
renovation costs. A method needs to be 
implemented where people can access 
a loan that can be paid back over long 
periods, at reasonable interest rates and 
which does not involve mortgaging  
a dwelling.

 The second situation is the lack of 
incentives for renovating. On the one 
hand, tax incentives: it makes no sense, 
where grants and subsidies are accepted 
for renovations, for rents to then increase 
by those amounts, which would minimise 
incentives or even end up being counter-
productive if they caused an upward 
change in interest rates in natural persons’ 
income tax returns. On the other hand, an 
absence of tax breaks for renovations: in 
fact it is rather the opposite, the estimated 
value of the property for tax purposes will 
immediately go up. It would be good, at 
least, for a period of grace to be given so 
the renovation costs can be paid off before 
a property’s value increases. Subsidising 

building permit costs would be another 
possibility, as well as reducing the property 
tax, etc. There are various options that can 
be introduced and others are being used. 

A third situation is the lack of conviction 
over the need for energy renovations. 
There is a very widespread theory on the 
advantages of the Mediterranean climate: 
it is neither hot nor cold. This is simply not 
true; it does get hot and cold, even if less 
so than at other latitudes and for shorter 
periods. The theory justifies why it is 
already enough with the occasional use of a 
heater of whatever type in the winter or the 
installation of an air-conditioning appliance 
in the summer, despite its high energy 
consumption. This theory forgets that the 
best energy is that which does not need to 
be consumed. 

If we are renovating homes and 
buildings under energy efficiency criteria, 
it is precisely because of our good climate 
that we will need very little outside 
contribution, save on consumption, and 
improve habitability by preventing illnesses. 
And all that with minimum maintenance 
costs, given that construction renovation 
has hardly any maintenance costs. This 
aspect is scarcely touched on in the theory 
about the benefits of renovation. We need 
to take into account that energy costs, while 
not very high in our climate, will continue 
to rise exponentially; dependence on them 
is making us much more vulnerable and 
dependent on conventional energy, and 
perhaps unconventional in the best of 
cases, although it is better not to depend  
on it or to minimise it, a feasible prospect  
if we build-renovate correctly. The European 
regulation on nearly zero-energy buildings, 
which is already in force, takes this 
approach. 
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Vacant dwellings census

Study on areas of 
residential vulnerability

Diagnostic tools
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Acquisitions 
of private housing

Rental price index 
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Report on housing policies 
in the international context

Report on gender 
flexibility and equality 
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Vacant dwellings census

The Vacant Dwellings Census is 
a municipal tool whose goal is to 
diagnose the city’s housing situation 
by analysing the real occupation of 
buildings. Its results allow policies 
to be designed which are adapted 
to the reality of this occupation by 
attempting to generate an increase in 
the affordable rental housing stock.
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The Census is based on a four-stage methodology.

Stage One: preliminary research work.

In this stage the dwellings that have to be researched 
are selected according to a series of criteria:

- Dwellings with low or zero water consumption  
(0-15 m3) over the previous two years.

- Dwellings without any registered resident.
- Dwellings owned by banks.

Stage Two: fieldwork.

This is when all possible information is collected to 
verify whether the dwellings analysed are actually 
occupied or not. This is done by an observation team 
that makes a maximum of five visits to the buildings. 
During these visits they gather data on the people 
who occupy the dwellings, the neighbourhood and 
the urban environment. In order to provide the most 
accurate information as possible, the group carrying 
out the field work fills in a form with the following 
information:

Location of the dwelling.

- Features and state of the building (number of 
floors, number of dwellings, type of building, 
degree of accessibility, state of construction, recent 
building work etc.)

- Situation of the dwelling as regards occupancy 
and use.

- Degree of vacancy, as regards time and 
occupancy model.

- Informants.
- General observations.
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Stage Three: drawing up the data.

In this stage the data collected during the fieldwork is 
drawn up and arranged in several categories:

- Dwellings. General data is obtained on the 
dwellings visited according to the neighbourhoods.

- Occupied dwellings. Data is drawn up on the type 
of occupancy, its length of time and registered non-
residential uses. Once again, all the information is 
arranged by neighbourhood.

- Vacant dwellings. Reports are drawn up on their 
features which include how long they have been 
vacant and their situation in the housing market (by 
identifying properties for sale). Where appropriate, 
the name written on the postboxes is recorded.

- Buildings. The physical features of the buildings 
are defined (number of floors, number of dwellings 
and premises, accessibility, presence of lift, recent 
building work, use of basement, protections on the 
façade, etc.)

- Land sites. An investigation is carried out on vacant 
land sites with no public or private development 
but which are classified as suitable for building on.

Stage Four: results of the investigation.

Finally, a report is drafted from the prepared data, 
which then diagnoses the reality of each urban context.

Work on compiling the Census started at the end of 
2016 and ended in February 2019. On significant figure 
to come out of it is that, up to November 2018, 57% 
of all the city’s residential properties were reviewed, 
and 6,349 vacant dwellings were found. Of those, 898 
properties will need renovating, while 526 dwellings 
may be subject to inspection for unlicensed tourist uses.
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Barcelona’s Vacant Dwellings Census has been 
compiled since 2016. It has been carried out in stages, 
covering several areas, and progressing through  
daily visits to the more than 10,000 addresses that 
require verification. 
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Study on residential  
vulnerability areas 

Residential vulnerability is a situation 
closely linked to poverty, exclusion 
and social inequality. It is a concept 
with repercussions on numerous 
aspects of social and urban dynamics. 
This study is being carried out 
through socio-spacial phenomena.
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The study on residential vulnerability is based on 
the territorial localisation of all aspects of the social 
structure with repercussions on the social occupancy 
of space and, in particular, residential circumstances.11

It identifies urban vulnerability through four basic 
analytical approaches:

Socio-economic vulnerability indicators. These 
measure the capacity of households to secure 
well-being. The indicators used for sizing them are 
unemployment, job insecurity and the low levels  
of working class training.

Socio-demographic vulnerability indicators. These 
measure the demographic phenomena that are 
involved in social vulnerability. The indicators 
used in this case are population ageing, the 
new complexity of household structures and 
immigration from developing countries.

Residential vulnerability indicators. These 
measure the importance of the physical housing 
infrastructure required for carrying out everyday 
activities. The indicators that measure this 
vulnerability are housing and the local environment. 
Lack of habitability is what allows us to use the 
concept of “substandard housing”.

Subjective vulnerability indicators. People’s own 
perception of tensions and disputes is a final 
indicator taken into account for drafting the report.

The result of the study is presented in the form of 
maps reflecting the matrix of the combined results of 
each of the analytical approaches. This is an extremely 
effective depiction for defining localisable strategies in 
each specific area of the city.

Diagnostic tools

11
The study was presented 
in 2017 by a team from the 
Barcelona Higher Technical 
School of Architecture 
(ETSAB-UPC) and headed by 
Pilar Garcia Almirall.

The full text is available at 
https://bcnroc.ajuntament.
barcelona.cat/jspui/
handle/11703/102699
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Study on areas of 
residential vulnerability

The city’s vulnerability map summarises the multi-
dimensional analysis of the various approaches to 
vulnerability. Mapping the results shows explicitly 
the areas whose fragility requires action strategies 
to be adopted.
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Rental price index

The benchmark rental-housing price 
index is a tool aimed at finding out the 
average price per square metre rented 
according to the areas and features of 
the dwellings. It is a tool that is meant 
to enable public consultations on this 
information and establish estimates 
and guidelines on the minimum and 
maximum prices that a dwelling 
must have.

Diagnostic tools

S
tren

g
th

en
in

g
 

th
e rig

h
t to

 
h

o
u

sin
g

H
o

u
sin

g
 

stab
ility 

g
u

aran
tee

S
o

cial 
fu

n
ctio

n
 

o
f h

o
u

sin
g

 
g

u
aran

tee

E
asy access to

 
h

o
u

sin
g

E
xp

an
d

in
g

 
th

e affo
rd

ab
le 

h
o

u
sin

g
 sto

ck

M
o

b
ilisin

g
 

th
e p

rivate 
h

o
u

sin
g

 sto
ck

P
ro

m
o

tin
g

 
ren

o
vatio

n
s

P
ro

m
o

tin
g

 
lan

d
 fo

r 
p

ro
tected

 
h

o
u

sin
g

A
ctio

n
 ag

ain
st 

g
en

trifi
catio

n
A

ctio
n

 ag
ain

st 
p

ro
p

erty 
sp

ecu
latio

n

In
teg

ratio
n

 
b

etw
een

 
h

o
u

sin
g

 a 
n

d
 city

Im
p

ro
vin

g
 

th
e q

u
ality o

f 
h

o
u

sin
g

83



The index is based on data compiled by the Generalitat 
of Catalonia and the Catalan Land Institute (Incasol), 
in particular those from lease registers and rent-
guarantee bonds. The geographical area of the data 
collected includes 27 municipalities representing 
practically 60% of Catalonia’s population. Barcelona, 
Badalona, Hospitalet de Llobregat, Manresa, Mataró 
and Sabadell are just a few of the localities in the 
Barcelona Province that are included in this index. 

For the purposes of obtaining a significant sample of 
data, leases registered between 2014 and 2016 were 
analysed.

The study enables the index to be drawn up  
in several stages: 

Data exploration. This involves localising prices per 
square metre on a territorial basis.

Statistical model. This involves developing an index 
that could be defined as an interval featuring the 
variability observed. The decisive criterion for this 
index is location, so proximity is the main variable. 
The second determining criterion is the dwelling’s 
surface area. Like mathematical arguments, the 
arithmetical mean is used to determine the measure 
of centrality and maximum and minimum values 
are then determined on the basis of that measure.

It is important to bear in mind that the calculation 
distinguishes whether the dwelling is located in 
Barcelona city, which has its own stratification  
in statistical groups.
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Rental price index

The rental price index enables the development of a 
digital tool that becomes an interactive map. The map 
can be used to check rental prices in various areas on 
Catalonia in absolute values or according to the surface 
area of the dwellings.
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Rental price index

A chart that shows the percentage of housing supply 
and demand in relation to offer prices. It shows there  
is little correspondence in distribution of supply  
and demand rental prices. The chart was prepared  
by the O-HB laboratory using data provided by  
property portals.
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Diagnosis

Private housing acquisitions 

The acquisition of private housing is  
a mechanism that helps to increase the 
pace of the affordable housing stock’s 
expansion. Given the complexity and 
length of time involved in building 
new housing, purchases of existing 
dwellings and buildings constitute 
flexible mechanisms for the generation 
of available housing.

Diagnostic tools
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Given the scarcity of affordable housing, Barcelona 
City Council has established specific mechanisms to 
facilitate the acquisition of dwellings and buildings. The 
periods involved in producing new-build housing are 
therefore being shortened.

The diagnosis of the housing situation in Barcelona 
shows two situations that significantly affect the 
private housing stock that could be turned into public 
housing. One the one hand, it clearly shows there is a 
certain amount of housing that is substandard housing, 
vacant or has been acquired by property funds with no 
particular interest in its social use. On the other hand, 
vulnerable situations are being localised for residents 
of rental property under the old rental system. The 
gentrification process and speculation are threatening 
people with mobbing operations in many of these cases.

Faced with these situations, Barcelona City Council has 
set up action models that facilitate the acquisition of 
these property assets so they become part of the public 
housing stock. A specific analysis of the vulnerable 
situations, as well as the census of vacant flats, 
contributes information for localising and managing 
acquisition processes. To that end, the Barcelona 
municipality has been demarcated as a pre-emption 
right area in property purchase situations. 

The aims behind the launch of this tool are not 
only linked to expanding the public housing stock 
by mobilising the private housing stock. Purchase 
studies constitute a basic tool for ensuring housing 
stability for families at risk of expulsion from their 
neighbourhoods. Action against localised speculation 
in areas of tourist interest enable the incorporation 
of affordable housing into areas at a greater risk 
of gentrification.
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Private housing acquisitions

There is a clear match between private housing  
and buildings purchased in the Barcelona municipality 
and the city’s vulnerable housing areas. This map 
highlights the fight against property speculation  
and gentrification.

Since this tool was first launched, the number of 
dwellings that have become part of the city’s affordable 
housing stock has risen by 750 units. This is a clearly 
significant rise, especially when we compare it with the 
number achieved with these kinds of strategies in the 
previous financial year, which has tripled.
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Report on housing policies in the 
international context 

This is a study of municipal housing 
policy models implemented in cities 
in the Europe and America. It is an 
investigation based on a series of 
case studies selected according to 
the relevance of the housing policies 
involved.

Diagnostic tools
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The report on housing policies in the international 
context12 is proposed as diagnostic tool that explores 
the current state of affordable housing in various 
capitals in different parts of the world. The basic goal 
is to analyse the strategies and tools that are used 
in other contexts to facilitate access to housing. By 
understanding the origins and conditions associated 
with these policies we can assess the possibility of 
incorporating them into the Barcelona context.

The report begins by describing the welfare state 
models that can be identified in Europe, and which 
have a huge influence on housing policies. Four 
models are highlighted: the social democratic model, 
with a major presence of public rental housing; the 
corporate model, where there is big competition 
between public and private rental housing; the liberal 
model, where home ownership prevails but there is 
a considerable presence of social rental housing, and 
the Mediterranean model, where home ownership 
also prevails but without a notable presence of social 
rental housing.

The report analyses three case studies of the corporate 
model (Amsterdam, Paris and Berlin) and three others 
of the liberal model (London, New York and Bogotá). 
The aspects observed in these cities were:

Long-term planning tools for housing.

Housing supply systems.

Public investment in housing in each country.

The capacity of local councils to act with their 
own powers. 

12
The study was conducted 
in 2016 by a team from 
the Barcelona Higher 
Technical School of 
Architecture (ETSAB-UPC) 
linked to the CPSV group. 
The full text is available 
on http://www.pmhb.org/
repdoc/66751-20160719121641.
pdf
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Report on housing policies 
in the international context 

The conclusions drawn from this analysis could be 
summed up in the following avenues for improvement:

Implementing diversification mechanisms for 
affordable housing suppliers.

Promoting new funding and fundraising channels 
for affordable rental housing.

Rolling out entities that can apply means of direct 
or indirect control over public and private market 
prices and rents.

Improving information channels and strengthening 
the systems for monitoring and developing the 
housing stock.

Increasing citizen participation in the design of local 
housing strategies.

93



The study on housing policies is well known to the 
public, having been published online and through 
other media, including the magazine Qüestions 

d’Habitatge13 as well as various press reports. That 
way a summary comparison can be provided between 
the various models.

Diagnostic tools

13
A summary of the text was 
published in Issue nº 20 of the 
magazine. It is available here: 
http://www.pmhb.org/rep-
doc/66993-20161216104937.pdf
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Report on gender flexibility 
and equality

The Report on Gender Flexibility and 
Hierarchies in residential typologies 
produced by the Barcelona Municipal 
Housing Trust (PMHB) has been 
developed as a tool for diagnosing the 
typological model and establishing 
recommendations for improving the 
quality of public housing.

Diagnostic tools
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The report on gender flexibility and equality14 offers an 
analysis of an extensive sample of projects promoted 
by the PMHB between 2013 in 2015 in Barcelona. The 
dwellings are viewed in terms of the uses they offer, with 
attention focused on the flexibility of the spaces and in 
the possible gender hierarchies that could originate in 
the household. The report’s ultimate goal is to identify 
the common mistakes of the typological models and 
promote a flexible and a delayered residential model.

It is divided up into two analytical sections: spaces and 
everyday uses.The spaces analysed were as follows:

Bedrooms. An analysis was done of their versatility 
for admitting bed layouts without interfering with 
people’s movement. An assessment was carried 
out of their capacity and flexibility for exchanging 
functions. 

Living room / kitchen. Their dimensional capacity, 
visual communication and capacity for segregating 
functions was verified.

Bathroom. An analysis was done to see whether 
there was any type of use restriction owing to its 
access, configuration or access from another space.

Balcony / terrace. An assessment was carried out 
of their capacity for connecting the dwelling to its 
surroundings and their functional potential.

The everyday uses analysed were as follows:

Storage. The main types of storage spaces were 
identified, through an assessment of whether they 
met the volumetric needs per resident.

Clothing cycle. An analysis was done of the various 
management stages and functions of clothing in 
homes, and of their expected uses and shortages.

14
The report was carried out 
by a team of 
architects led 
by David H. Falagán. 

It is available at http://
habitatge.barcelona/sites/
default/files/flexibilitat_i_
jerarquies_de_genere_a_les_
tipologies_residencials_del_
pmhb_2015.pdf
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Report on gender flexibility  
and equality

Food axis. An analysis was done of the functional 
system linked to the activity of eating, with routes 
and uses also identified.

Work spaces. Areas envisaged for remunerated 
activities (productive work) were identified, as were 
household tasks (reproductive work).

Five main recommendations were drawn from a 
complete analysis of all the projects observed:

Common spaces. Given the reduced dimensions 
of the typologies, the recommendation was to 
complement their areas, by providing buildings with 
communal uses, thereby extending the functions 
and strengthening links between neighbours.

Dimensional design. A recommendation was made 
for including technical specifications in invitations 
to tender under flexibility and delayering criteria for 
reasons of size.

Neutral and versatile spaces. A recommendation 
was made for including complementary multi-
purpose spaces in dwellings, identifiable with 
variable uses throughout the useful lifetime of the 
building.

Spaces for reproductive work. A need was  
detected for visibly incorporating the provision 
for activities that are carried out invisibly in many 
analysed typologies.

Identification of functions. It is recommended 
that functions are represented in the architectural 
definition of the project, thus avoiding a lack of 
provision for them.
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The report on gender flexibility and hierarchies 
is offered as a tool for taking a snapshot of the 
typological gaps in Barcelona's public housing. Thanks 
to a graphic analysis of the habitat, a series of useful 
recommendations has been proposed for optimising 
housing quality with regard to its flexibility and non-
layered configuration. 
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Management
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The diagnostic stage, as we have just seen, included 
innovative work regarding housing policies, enabling 
information and data to be obtained for planning 
initiatives adapted to a situation’s reality. Nevertheless, 
the greatest effort at the management stage concerned 
providing available housing resources in the most 
opportune and efficient way possible. It involved a  
very clear declaration of goals, an effective design of 
the infrastructure necessary for achieving them, and  
a definition of tools that was capable of being adapted  
to the huge complexity involved.

The entities envisaged for achieving these goals in 
Barcelona were extremely ambitious stakeholders. 
One the one hand, the new Municipal Institute for 
Housing and Renovation took over all the functions 
that had previously been carried out by several bodies. 
This proved beneficial for management efficiency 
while building relations with users of its services. 
On the other hand, Habitatge Metròpolis Barcelona 
also carried out a concentration role, in this case, for 
operators working in the entire Barcelona Metropolitan 
Area to produce a supply of affordable rental 
housing. They were joined by the Barcelona Housing 
Consortium, an institution closely linked to public 
demands for housing, whose first job was to manage 
a consultative entity, namely the Barcelona Social 
Housing Council. 

Among the tools used to enable management to have 
as big an impact on the city as possible, three types 
of measures stand out. First, amendments to some 
regulations. The most ambitious, the Right to Housing 
Plan, a genuine strategic map of all the policies 
applied. The Amendment to the General Metropolitan 
Plan (PGM) and the ORPIMO byelaw complete the Plan, 
by dealing with the opportunities of general planning 
and renovations. Second, achieving funding by means 
of ethical alternatives from European institutions. Third, 
mobilising the private stock thanks to communication 
campaigns that strengthen the social vision of housing 
and its use.
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Barcelona 
Housing 
Consortium 

Municipal Institute 
of Housing and 
Renovation (IMHAB) 

Management agents
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Management

Habitatge Metròpolis 
Barcelona

Barcelona Social 
Housing Council (CHSB) 
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The Municipal Institute of Housing  
and Renovation is a body that 
concentrates all the services relating 
to housing policies, managing public 
housing and the private rental pool. 
The main goal behind this unification 
is to provide the public with direct 
access to all housing-related services.

Management agents

Municipal Institute of Housing  
and Renovation (IMHAB)
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The IMHAB came about by integrating the Barcelona 
Municipal Housing Trust (an entity that had been 
promoting social housing in Barcelona since 1927) 
with the other municipal services and departments of 
Barcelona Gestión Urbanística S.A., which was tasked 
with similar functions. The purpose behind its creation 
was to generate a framework structure and capacity 
for handling complex housing-related issues. Among 
other issues, the IMHAB is responsible for planning 
new housing projects and managing human resources 
and materials allocated for implementing the Right to 
Housing Plan (2016-2025).

Housing-related services are concentrated around 
the IMHAB. Hence its main functions are to boost 
the building of public housing, manage the available 
housing stock and promote sustainable housing 
policies, such as renovation. The Institute not only 
manages the city’s housing stock but also takes action 
to expand it, such as purchasing flats and buildings 
already built, mobilising vacant flats and promoting 
innovative actions to generate affordable housing.

Concentrating these functions has a twofold benefit: 
it allows people to have much more direct access to 
all housing-related services while strengthening the 
municipal authority's capacity for action in launching 
new renovation promotions and processes.

It is important to stress that 10,000 Barcelona families 
have now benefited from assistance with their rent 
payments. The IMHAB's action therefore has a wide 
impact and deals with complex needs. This has 
been possible thanks to a management model that 
concentrates the available resources for their efficient 
and balanced distribution.

Management agents108



Àngels Mira interview

D: The Municipal Institution for Housing 
and Renovation is a body that represents 
a challenge, given that it concentrates 
a number of functions. To what extend 
does this concentration represent an 
improvement on the previous situation?

À: I joined Barcelona City Council as  
the manager of the Municipal Housing Trust, 
an entity with 90 years’ history dedicated, 
basically, to promoting protected housing 
and managing social rental housing. This in 
itself was an important challenge, bearing 
in mind the nearly 7,000 dwellings managed 
and the municipal mandate to initiate a 
major new-build programme which has  
put us in a situation where we are dealing 
with 72 developments at various stages  
of production.

The step to the IMHAB as the body where 
the promotion and management functions 
have been concentrated with the other 
municipal housing services that were being 
provided, has given us an opportunity to 
keep all the agents involved under the same 
management and with the same structure, 
thus improving efficiency internally and in 
the general services, as in service delivery 
to the public.

D: The housing problem is enormously 
complex. How is efficient management 
planned for an issue with so many 
implications? What ways are there for 
innovating in such management?

À: The realm of housing is effectively 
multi-faceted. If we look at the management 
of public rental-housing stocks, it is 
essential for us to have multi-disciplinary 
teams to enable us to ensure proper 
maintenance of dwellings and buildings, 
effective economic management and very 
good contractual and social management. 
That means having a good team of properly 
organised professionals at hand. As in 
every area of management, innovation and 
adapting to new situations and demands 
is constant and arises from our own 
experience, based on always maintaining  
a critical and attentive outlook.

D: How does the IMHAB tackle the 
goals it has set itself, notably enlarging the 
housing stock and promoting renovation?

À: It has been necessary to reorganise, 
equip and plan not just the technical 
services but all the other areas involved, 
including the legal, heritage, public-
procurement and housing-award services, 

Àngels Mira Cortadellas interview

Àngels Mira is a law graduate, an expert in urban 
planning management and housing, and the 
Managing Director of the Municipal Institute of 
Housing and Renovation.
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which has led to and still entails a  
scenario of constant adaptation of the 
available resources. 

D: What measures in particular has the 
IMHAB been implementing to promote the 
growth of the housing stock?

À: First, the City Council needs to 
provide us with sufficient and appropriate 
plots of land. To fund the IMHAB's new 
direct social rental housing developments, 
which represent over 4,000 dwellings, 
we have processed and obtained a loan 
from the EIB (European Investment Bank), 
to the tune of €125 million, and a second 
loan from the CEB (Council of Europe 
Development Bank) for €59 million, which 
cover 70% of cost of those dwellings. 
Even so, to ensure an economic balance 
and enable this ambitious plan to go 
ahead, the remaining 30% will have to be 
obtained through grants and subsidies 
under the Housing Plan or, failing that, from 
municipal funds.
Besides directly promoting dwellings,  
we have also opted for delegated 
promotions on municipal land to promote 
protected housing under a cohousing 
(assign-for-use) system, cooperatives for 
selling building leases and foundations for 
promoting and managing social  
rental housing.

D: In what way does the Right to 
Housing Plan serve as a guide for IMHAB 
management?

À: The Plan represents a roadmap 
and sets out the goals to be achieved. It is 
precisely on the basis of the results of the 
analyses and diagnoses for preparing the 
Plan that an opportunity for restructuring 
the City Council’s various housing services 

was considered, to deal with the new 
quantitative and qualitative requirements.  
It is, in short, what has taken us to where 
we are today.

D: From your experience in housing 
management, what particular feature would 
you highlight in Barcelona’s situation and 
its housing stock?

À: Barcelona is a city regarded as a big 
European capital and, as such, with a strong 
housing demand, in a tight market, where 
there is a reduced percentage of vacant 
housing (according to data from the census 
we compile), and with a public housing and 
affordable housing stock way below the 
European averages and, therefore, below 
demand and the population’s real needs.

The rental housing managed by the IMHAB 
represents under 1.5% of Barcelona’s 
households and, given the big challenge 
of increasing this stock on the basis of 
new promotions and a purchasing policy, 
we will be able to approach the 3% mark, 
which is still way below what would 
be optimal for achieving a good public 
housing policy. That said, it is important 
to stress that our housing stock maintains 
an average price of €200 a month, which 
means an “implicit” subsidy for housing 
access and maintenance.

Added to that are two specific Barcelona 
City Council programmes of particular 
interest that are based on an “explicit” 
system of subsidising rents for two groups 
requiring special assistance: elderly people 
and families with especially low incomes.

These programmes rest on agreements 
between the IMHAB and the Municipal 
Institute of Social Services, on the basis of 

Management agents110



which a subsidy is applied which represents 
a rent reduction, adapted to the incomes 
of the tenants and funded by Social Rights. 
The resulting amount of this reduction is 
transferred annually to the IMHAB, which 
thereby guarantees the income that falls to 
it in accordance with the rent that applies 
to each dwelling and allows it to keep the 
necessary economic balance for ensuring 
its capacity to promote and manage. This 
last year has seen 1,138 families benefiting 
from help from the Social Rental Housing 
Fund, and we managed 1,311 dwellings 
for elderly people, with a municipal 
contribution of €1.9 million and €3.2 million 
a year, respectively. Under this measure 
we can ensure that no one is deprived of a 
public dwelling in Barcelona because they 
are unable to pay their rent.

Àngels Mira interview 111
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Diagnosis

Barcelona Housing 
Consortium

The Barcelona Housing Consortium  
is an entity made up of Barcelona  
City Council and the Catalan 
Government (Generalitat of Catalonia). 
Article 85 of the Municipal Charter 
grants it the powers to carry out the 
functions, activities and services 
relating to affordable housing, a role 
that it performs within the city area.
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The Consortium is recognised as a public body of 
an associative nature, made up in this case by the 
Generalitat of Catalonia and Barcelona City Council. 
The Generalitat’s contribution to the programmes 
under way is 60% of the costs and the City Council’s 
is 40%. The Consortium has no human resources of 
its own, so to carry out its functions, it establishes 
various agreements under which it commissions 
the authority’s other entities, such as the Municipal 
Institute of Housing and Renovation and the Municipal 
Institute of Urban Landscape and Quality of Life, with 
managing them.

The Consortium is tasked with a series of functions 
necessary for administering access to housing, such 
as managing the network of the 10 Housing Offices. 
Through them it provides information on access to 
protected housing, promotes its proper use, manages 
grants and subsidies for housing payments, mediates 
in managing rent payments, regulates the rental 
housing pool, etc.

It is also responsible for administering financial help 
for building renovation. This is an investment that 
has an impact on the sustainability of the housing 
stock as well as its habitability and accessibility. It is 
also an important agent with regard to technological 
innovation and energy efficiency. Its interventions help 
to ensure the resident stability and improve the urban 
landscape. Other action includes offering financial 
help with installing lifts and carrying out mandatory 
Technical Building Inspections.

The Consortium is also in charge of functions relating 
to more direct management of some housing access 
mechanisms. For example, it is the body responsible 
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for maintaining the Register of Officially Protected 
Housing Applicants and with allocating dwellings 
for social emergencies. It also regulates the rental 
housing pool, driven in particular by “The Key is in 
Your Hands” programme, and grants and subsidies 
for their payment.

It is worth adding that it was under the framework 
of the Consortium that the Barcelona Social Housing 
Council (CHSB), a consultative and participatory body 
on city housing policies, was set up.

Barcelona Housing Consortium

The Housing Consortium has launched a number of 
communication campaigns, mainly to highlight the 
right to housing as a fundamental issue for Barcelona’s 
citizens. “Habitatge, un dret com una casa” (Housing, a 
fundamental right) has publicised the different housing 
services offered by the Consortium.

115



Housing offices are a meeting point between the 
public and all the services that the Barcelona Housing 
Consortium offers. There you can get information on all 
available types of financial help for housing as well as 
advice on legal issues.
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Diagnosis

Barcelona Social Housing  
Council (CHSB)

The Barcelona Social Housing Council 
is a consultative body whose goal is to 
provide a space for public participation 
in housing matters, where they can 
express their opinions, put forward 
proposals and promote the results 
of their analysis. 
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The Council began its activities in 2007 and has been 
assigned a number of functions. As regards public 
authorities, it offers advice on every housing-related 
query put to it. Among other things, it provides 
information on draft byelaws and other general 
provisions that affect housing. 

Another of its typical functions is to promote debates 
around the main housing policy tools, formulating 
action proposals based on their results. For that it 
implements participatory processes and draws up 
its own and collaborative reports which stem from 
these processes. That enables proper monitoring 
and assessment of compliance with the housing 
and renovation plan and the Right to Housing in 
Barcelona Act.

The Council also takes part in the process of defining 
new indicators linked to the city’s housing market, 
by promoting activities, discussion sessions and 
conferences to discuss the priorities in this sector.  
Here it enjoys the support of new technologies for work 
communications and citizen participation, with the 
development of attractive and accessible reports.

The Council operates through full council meetings,  
a standing committee and a series of working groups. 
These thematic groups tackle the following issues:

Renovation: they convey the debate on the various 
calls for applications for renovation grants to 
Council members.

Cooperative Housing Board: they promote and 
monitor promotions of various types of cooperative 
housing in the city, as well as new use models.
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Barcelona Social Housing 
Council (CHSB)

Amending regulations and participation: they 
propose new regulations for the Council, adapted 
to the new participatory rules approved by the City 
Council and the Generalitat.

Energy poverty: they monitor the policies that 
Barcelona City Council implements on energy 
poverty, by providing a space for dialogue between 
energy operators and social partners.

Industrial production of sustainable housing: they 
suggest possibilities for improving and speeding up 
the production of sustainable housing, by pooling 
experiences and valid precedents used in other 
European cities and regions.

Expulsion of local residents: they analyse the 
problem of gentrification processes, especially in 
relation to the expulsion of entire blocks of local 
residents, seeking joint solutions to put a halt to 
the problem.

Amendment to the General Metropolitan 
Plan: they have held a participatory process to 
inform participants about and discuss the PGM 
amendment regarding 30% of protected housing 
and pre-emption rights, as the monitoring 
committee governed by the City Council’s rules on 
participation. This working group finished its tasks 
in September 2018.
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The Social Housing Council's meetings promote citizen 
participation, providing discussion forums in Barcelona 
City Hall’s Saló de Cent.

Barcelona Social Housing 
Council (CHSB)120



Habitatge Metròpolis Barcelona is a 
body created by Barcelona City Council 
and the Barcelona Metropolitan Area 
(AMB) for the purposes of promoting 
a significant affordable rental housing 
stock. It is a public-private operator 
which private limited companies will 
have shares in.
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Habitatge Metròpolis Barcelona
(HMB)
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HMB is an agent provided for under the Right 
to Housing Plan to explore the production and 
management capacities of affordable rental housing. 
Its development has been complex owing to the need 
to establish new collaboration protocols between 
public authorities and private entities.

HMB is an entity made up of 50% private capital and 
50% capital from the City Council and Barcelona 
Metropolitan Area (AMB). This implies that the search 
for collaborators in the private sphere must be 
confined to entities prepared to accept a limited profit 
(established at 4%). In exchange, the public authorities 
will guarantee that those entities receive that profit. 
This is a model that can be regarded as “non-
speculative”.

A series of requirements is also established for 
individuals who wish to benefit from this housing 
model. The most important of these is for future 
tenants not to be in a situation of financial vulnerability. 
Access to these dwellings is therefore limited to 
families and individuals capable of paying a maximum 
monthly rent of €750. The purpose of this condition is 
to provide residential cover to sectors of the population 
able to pay more than €200 for a possible social rental 
but who remain outside the market, especially during 
high-price periods.

Another new feature in the leases to be used will 
be their term. For the purposes of providing tenants 
with stability and an opportunity to build local ties, 
the leases will have a renewable six- or seven-year 
term. The incomes of the family units will be reviewed 
during this period, so housing allocation priorities can 
be updated and assistance given to the families with 
more difficulties.
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It is therefore a leasing model that can be regarded as 
a pioneering model in Spanish territory, despite being 
relatively common in various EU cities, where it is 
estimated that over 25 million people are housed under 
similar models.
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D: Habitatge Metròpolis Barcelona is a 
public-private entity that goes beyond the 
municipal level. Is housing an area that can 
only be dealt with from this complexity?

J: Without a doubt. Here are two 
observations that any metropolitan 
Barcelona resident is sure to share 
given their everyday experience. The 
real city is not the administrative one 
and the market is overwhelmingly the 
main (and dysfunctional) method for 
accessing housing. If we are to marry the 
administrative city with the real city and 
seriously increase public intervention 
in housing, then a key factor will be to 
implement affordable public and public-
private metropolitan housing projects, 
preferably rental. I believe most people 
in the real city also understand that if 
we are to go from a public housing stock 
of under 2% to good-practice European 
metropolitan levels (of between 25% 
and 50%) we are going to need time and 
money and that 100% public projects 
will not be enough. I understand there 
is a high level of consensus over the 
need to confine questions, such as public 
intervention in housing, preferably rental, 
to the metropolitan level and provided that 
it is reasonable, through public-private 
collaboration.

D: Affordable housing access 
features among its main goals. What 
are the mechanisms that HMB has been 
implementing to achieve this?

J: Habitatge Metròpolis Barcelona 
(HMB), a company 50% owned by the AMB 
and 50% by Barcelona City Council at the 
end of 2018, is already addressing one of 
the challenges: launching metropolitan 
public tools for affordable housing. But, as 
I have just mentioned, given the immensity 
of the challenge, we need capital, human 
resources and know-how for a sector, the 
affordable public-private housing sector, 
which in the rest of the EU, together with 
the public and cooperative sector, manages 
27 million dwellings where 1 out of every 10 
Europeans live, this proportion being much 
greater in benchmark cities for us (6 out 
of 10 in Vienna, 5 out of 10 in Amsterdam, 
4 out of 10 in Berlin, etc). In other words, 
when HMB has corporate capital in 2019 
that is 50% public (25% from Barcelona 
City Council and 25% from the AMB) and 
50% private, what we will be doing is 
increasing our financial resources and 
know-how, thereby enabling us not just to 
provide 4,500 affordable protected rental 
dwellings within some 8 years, half of them 
in Barcelona city, but also to create an 
entity with the capacity to change the rules 

Javier Burón interview

Javier Burón, a law graduate (specialising in 
economic law) and previously deputy housing and 
social affairs minister in the Basque Country, is 
Barcelona City Council’s housing manager.
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Javier Burón interview

of the game, given that it can be increased 
and replicated (giving rise to other similar 
operations). The cycle that will occur in HMB 
(for every municipal euro of investment, 
there will be another metropolitan and two 
private-sector euros, and with these four 
euros we’ll be able to opt for European 
public funding with a further 6 euros) can 
be copied in subsequent HMB investment 
plans and recreated in other similar 
entities. What we have are replicable 
and systemisable long-term affordable-
housing capital- and praxis-management 
accelerators. In fact, not only do we want 
to create a company but also to change the 
market and public action.

D: What are the main international 
examples in housing policies that have 
served as a reference for launching  
the HMB’?

J: The list is very long, as public-private 
collaboration practices in affordable rental 
housing go back many decades and on a 
massive scale (involving very significant 
percentages of housing in European 
cities) in places as diverse as Germany, 
Holland, France, the United Kingdom and 
Scandinavia. And all of them with different 
models, with their specific historical, legal, 
economic and technical features. However, 
in every case, based on the existence of 
formally private companies receiving 
all kinds of public aid in exchange for 
providing long-term affordable housing 
with some type of profit-limiting or no-
profit mechanism. With numerous nuances 
depending on the place, we have entities 
earning money from affordable housing but 
which are either not distributing dividends 
and therefore reinvesting 100% of what 
they earn in the company or reinvesting 
part of its earnings and distributing the 

other as dividends. Besides the nuances 
of each country, every example involves 
a combination of land, banking and 
budgets, all of which are public, as well as 
taxation put at the disposal of these private 
affordable rental housing operations. 
With all due respect to other successful 
experiences, the two models we know 
best and have received most influence 
and support from are the Austrian – with 
its legislation on non-profit housing 
(Wohnungsgemeinnützigkeitsgesetz WGG) – 
and the Dutch, with its housing corporations 
(vereniging van woningcorporaties, 
associated with AEDES).

D: To what extent do the neoliberal 
context and property speculation get in the 
way of the HMB achieving its goals?

J: The types of capital known in the 
market as opportunist and referred to by 
many in politics as“vulture” are there. And 
it is clear that they are having a negative 
effect on housing accessibility in large cities 
around the world. That's undeniable. But 
it would be better not to think that every 
property investment fund is short term 
and speculative. The 27 million public, 
cooperative or private non-profit dwellings 
that can be found in the EU are also funded 
and have every type of financial provider, 
partly State (remember there is public 
banking throughout the developed EU) 
and partly private. Which leads us to a 
subcategory,of private investment funds, 
those interested in funding long-term 
affordable rental housing projects to obtain 
a modest but very safe financial return. 
And both phenomena, that of opportunist 
and speculative funds, and that of long-
term funds with modest but safe profits, 
are being promoted through globalisation. 
It is up to the political authorities to decide 
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on whether they should have a more 
neoliberal or more social-community 
globalisation. But it’s clear, from a strictly 
technical point of view, that as housing 
experts we shall always recommend public 
intervention in housing with a threefold 
approach: public housing provision, 
public-private cooperation projects and 
legislation that protects against certain 
dysfunctional pathologies in the housing 
market. And even though globalisation 
and neoliberalism can appear somewhat 
omnipresent, we should remember that 
there are some EU countries with the same 
global economic and financial context 
where housing is almost exclusively 
provided by the private housing market and 
others where a considerable part of their 
housing supply is in the hands of the public 
authorities and public-private projects, to 
the point where there are successful and 
dynamic European cities where housing 
provision by the market alone is residual.

D: What has been learnt from the 
collaboration between public authorities 
and private entities?

J: Unfortunately have had no 
experience of large-scale investment in 
affordable rental housing and managing 
it for decades. There are European public-
private operators that with a long practice 
in this field. And, between developing our 
capacities slowly and receiving a strong 
injection of know-how, I believe the choice 
is obvious. There is a lot we need to do in 
terms of financial innovation, long-term 
tenant management, attracting human 
talent to the workforces of companies of 
this type, putting affordable rental housing 
for tenants at the centre of the company, 
which implies knowing its situation and 
needs and co-designing operational 

solutions. And obviously there is plenty 
for us to experiment with and learn bout 
public-private cooperation in itself, when 
you consider there's still a lot of fear even 
today on both sides. Private capital is not 
meant to mix with party politics and public 
capital is quite wary of being accused of 
privatising public resources. Both parties 
must dispel these fears by working side 
by side in the same companies and for the 
same goals. The path to importing know-
how and developing our own potential can 
only be made on the move. And that's what 
we're doing.

D: From you experience in housing 
management, what aspect would you 
highlight from Barcelona’s situation 
compared to others?

J: The big public-private cooperation 
operations in affordable rental housing are 
going to enter Catalonia and Spain through 
metropolitan Barcelona. Here you have 
the necessary public conditions (healthy, 
professional, public authorities in search 
of innovation) and private conditions 
(a housing market where there are 
numerous subdivisions based on different 
business goals with very diverse products 
and services, and which has absorbed 
the lessons from the property bubble 
better than others). There is a window of 
opportunity that we need to know how 
to exploit. And I believe that as public 
authorities or market operators, we won’t 
let that opportunity slip.
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Amendment  
to the General 
Metropolitan Plan 

Barcelona Right  
to Housing Plan 
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Amendment to the 
Regulatory Byelaw on 
Municipal Intervention 
Procedures in Public 
Works (ORPIMO) 

European public 
banking loans
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“The key is in your 
hands” programme
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The Barcelona Right to Housing 
Plan (PDVB) is the strategic tool 
developed by Barcelona City Council 
to ensure housing maintains its social 
function between 2016 and 2025. 
The main goals and lines of action 
for improving the quality of public 
service in the area of housing can 
be identified in it.

2016-2025 Barcelona Right  
to Housing Plan

Management tools
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The Plan15 is divided up into 4 strategic areas 
proposing a series of measures for dealing  
with Barcelona's residential difficulties, needs  
and opportunities.

The first area proposes preventing and dealing with 
housing emergencies and social exclusion. Preventing 
residential exclusion is posed in terms of offering 
social benefits for accommodation, strengthening the 
role of housing offices, attending to energy poverty, 
understanding population ageing and giving shelter 
to refugees. Special attention is given to people in the 
process of losing their homes through a mediation 
service in cases involving difficulties in making rent or 
mortgage payments, through monitoring and support 
mechanisms for evictions, and through fines for big 
property owners that are not offering housing under 
an affordable rental system. Finally, people unable to 
access decent housing are dealt with by observing the 
housing situation in settlements, squats, substandard 
dwellings and overcrowded situations. The final goal 
is to attend to homeless people, by extending the 
programmes to offer them accommodation.

The second area focuses on ensuring the proper use 
of housing. Firstly, by mobilising vacant dwellings, 
for which housing censuses are being carried out 
and owners fined for keeping their dwellings vacant. 
Secondly, care is being taken to ensure properties 
keep their residential use and their residents. 
Measures include detecting and fining cases of 
property mobbing, planning regulation amendments 
to prevent residential use being substituted by other 
uses, restricting tourist use and controlling free-market 
rents. Lastly, this strategic area seeks to improve our 
knowledge and management of the public housing 
stock. Hence inspecting, regulating and fining improper 
uses of the public rental housing stock are proposed, 
as well as reforming the housing applicants’ register 
and implementing tools for managing the demand for 
affordable housing.

Management tools

15
The full text of the Plan 
can be consulted at http://
habitatge.barcelona/sites/
default/files/documents/
pdhb_volum_i_analisi_i_
diagnosi.pdf

http://habitatge.barcelona/
sites/default/files/documents/
pdhb_volum_ii_pla_pel_
dret_a_lhabitatge_2016-2025.
pdf

http://habitatge.barcelona/
sites/default/files/
documents/3_districtes_
fi.pdf

http://habitatge.barcelona/
sites/default/files/documents/
pdhb_volum_iv_annexos_
pla_dret_habitatge.pdf
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A third strategic area focuses on expanding the 
affordable housing stock. On the one hand, increasing 
the public stock by generating new plots of land for 
protected housing, implementing new social housing 
models, promoting new buildings and even buying 
existing buildings for allocation to public rental 
housing. On the other hand, extending and improving 
the financial help for renting in the private market, 
supporting this form of access. It also proposes 
mobilising the private stock to turn it into affordable 
housing, by registering empty land sites, attracting 
private housing, promoting renovation and reaching 
agreements with banks to mobilise their own stock 
of dwellings. Finally, it proposes boosting the social 
housing market by supporting the assigned-for-use 
cooperative model, the urban masoveria model 
(repairs in lieu of rent), and affordable housing 
developments offered by social entities.

The fourth strategic area proposes maintaining, 
renovating and improving the current housing 
stock. That poses the need for better knowledge of 
the state of the current stock, by systematising and 
gathering information, mapping the stock's conditions, 
identifying substandard housing environments, and 
continuing public renovation operations. It is also 
proposed to establish a renovation policy focused on 
the right to housing, which is capable of promoting the 
culture of maintenance and discipline in conservation. 
Other measures in that respect would include 
renovation grants and subsidies, neighbourhood 
plans and interventions with special impact. Finally, 
improving the intervention capacity of renovation 
policy is envisaged by introducing new mechanisms 
that facilitate funding and by promoting decent jobs 
through renovation.

2016-2025 Barcelona Right to 
Housing Plan

The Qüestions d’Habitatge 
magazine dedicated its 21st 
issue to the Right to Housing 
Plan.
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The Right to Housing Plan poses the need to tackle  
the current emergency situation with a commitment  
to provide solutions for needs, putting the social 
function of housing before everything else. It sets  
out a comprehensive strategy to tackle the problem in 
all its complexity, with seven major challenges  
and 59 specific initiatives.
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The General Metropolitan  
Plan (PGM) has been the current 
urban-planning arrangement in  
the Barcelona Metropolitan Area  
since 1976. The Amendment to the 
General Metropolitan Plan (MPGM) 
now being proposed will have an 
impact on several aspects that directly 
affect the area of housing: increasing 
the public housing stock, defining 
protection strategies for existing 
housing and transforming Poblenou's 
industrial sites.

Amendments to the General 
Metropolitan Plan

Management tools
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The Amendment to the PGM specifically proposes 
maintaining the existing stock and constructing new 
buildings for protected housing. In order achieve that, 
the Amendment not only provides for recognition of 
housing units resulting from historical urbanisation 
processes but also sets out the conditions for 
restoring and improving them. It also envisages going 
ahead with new housing developments through 
transformational urban initiatives.

The first important measure is the approval of a 
Special Urban Development Plan for ordering Tourist 
Accommodation establishments (PEUAT). Its aim 
is none other than to regulate a responsible and 
sustainable form of tourism in the city, preserving the 
right to housing used in a responsible, respectful and 
appropriate manner. The intention is to stop tourist 
accommodation activity from replacing residential use 
by the city’s inhabitants, by regulating its conditions.

A second, and very notable, measure in the proposed 
PGM Amendment involves protecting (subsidising) 
30% of dwellings in new housing promotions and 
large-scale redevelopments in the future. This will 
affect all private promotions with more than 600 
square metres of intervention. The particular goals of 
this decision are framed within the need to increase the 
public housing stock in the central neighbourhoods hit 
most by speculation and gentrification. If this measure 
is implemented properly, it will enable a substantial 
percentage of proportion of the new protected housing 
to be located in the worst-hit areas so far. This in turn 
is a measure that guarantees the private sector's 
participation in and co-responsibility for ensuring the 
right to housing. In fact, residents’ bodies such as the 
Barcelona Federation of Residents’ Associations (FAVB) 
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and the Platform of Mortgage Victims (PAH) have 
jointly led the demand for this amendment.

Along with this measure a proposal has been made 
to declare entire city of Barcelona a pre-emption right 
area. That means the City Council would become the 
preferential buyer of land and buildings for the prices 
that have been declared. Speculation processes on 
large properties would thereby be avoided, ensuring  
an alternative measure for expanding the public 
housing stock.

The PGM also raises the need for consistent use of 
the various regulatory tools for promoting diversity 
of uses and architectural typologies. For example, in 
order to develop housing complexes, the Amendment 
not only provides for special comprehensive plans 
that enable a change in the use of industrial buildings, 
so they can be turned into residential buildings, but 
also for the transfer of land. In that respect, one of 
the basic goals is to regulate the 22@ sub-area so 
appropriate treatment can be offered to the existing 
housing stock which, in most cases, even pre-dates 
the area’s industrial sector. This recognition, as well as 
the proposal for some maintenance and renovation 
conditions, will help to meet local residents’ demands, 
thereby clarifying the situation for over 4,600 
dwellings. The new housing stock that will be added 
to the current one will be subject to a series of special 
conditions, notably that they will have to be promoted 
under a public protection system. Bearing in mind 
land can be acquired for new building projects through 
agreements, it is felt that it will be possible to maintain 
the level of diversity of uses by allocating 25% of new 
building land to housing.

Amendments to the General 
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Housing in general will play an important role in 
shaping the established urban fabric, although a series 
of urban planning parameters are being established to 
prevent the distortion of Poblenou's urban model. To 
that end consideration is being given to the possibility 
of encouraging initiatives that enable old industrial 
buildings to be converted into dwellings. Their reuse 
is set out under an Urban Improvement Plan, which 
will specify urban planning charges depending on the 
use that is made of them. Among other benefits, this 
will enable the industrial architectural heritage to be 
preserved and typologically unconventional housing  
to be offered.

A final aspect, and a third measure to be noted among 
the amendments to the PGM, is the provision of 
parking places in new building projects. If until now 
a number of places were regulated according to the 
number of dwellings, from now on it will regarded as 
a non-binding condition in cases where the building’s 
design and energy rating are committed to maximum 
efficiency and minimum consumption of resources and 
energy footprints.

In short, the amendment to the plan represents a built-
area for new economic activity of more than 2.5 million 
square metres, protected housing that could cover 
more than 400,000 square metres, or an increase  
in green spaces of around 70,000 square metres.
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Amendments to the General 
Metropolitan Plan

A critical review of the plans for the 22@ district is 
one of the Amendment to the General Metropolitan 
Plan’s goals. The possibility of raising the percentage 
of social housing to replace office volume was seen as 
an opportunity for improving both the colonisation of 
neighbourhood and the supply of affordable housing 
in the city.
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The Amendment to the 
Regulatory Byelaw on Municipal 
Intervention Procedures in Public 
Works (ORPIMO) – a municipal tool 
designed to regulate administrative 
intervention in public works –  
seeks to implement measures f 
or safeguarding the rights of local 
residents during the renovation 
processes of residential buildings.

Amendment to the ORPIMO

Management tools
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The ORPIMO is a municipal byelaw that determines 
the types of intervention that can be carried out 
in municipal works – whether public or private 
– by establishing the necessary documents and 
requirements for their admission and the awarding  
of the corresponding building permit.

The proposed amendment provides for a specific 
intervention on three aspects of the byelaw:

First, promoting power generation by fostering and 
facilitating the incorporation of solar-thermal and 
photovoltaic facilities.

Second, ensuring that owners comply with their 
legal obligation in every housing-block renovation 
process to re-house tenants, should their residence 
need to be evacuated during the renovation work. 
The amendment also provides for facilitating all the 
disciplinary actions necessary where that obligation 
is breached.

Finally, it proposes the provision of safety measures 
for protecting not only the surrounding buildings 
but also the public space where public works are 
carried out in the subsoil.

The ORPIMO amendment is designed as a tool capable 
of fighting against gentrification, property speculation 
and residential exclusion. To that end it introduces a 
new protocol for obtaining permits in residential-block 
renovation processes. That way, for the work to be 
carried out, the owners or promoter must provide the 
City Council with a series of documents which include 
a commitment of responsibility for re-housing local 
residents, the re-housing plan itself, information on 
the people who legally reside in the dwellings, and the 
temporary accommodation's calendar and features.
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Amendment to the ORPIMO

The ORPIMO amendment puts a halt to property 
mobbing and stops renovation being used as an 
excuse for harassment and mobbing. From now on, 
the byelaw itself will have protocols at its disposal for 
investigating and halting alterations that are suspected 
of involving bad practices. 
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Barcelona City Council has 
received €184 million in two lines 
of credit for housing initiatives 
from European institution banks. 
In May 2017, the European Investment 
Bank (EIB) granted €125 million for 
building social rental housing In 
September 2017, the Council of 
Europe Development Bank (CEB) 
agreedto provide €59 million for 
the same purpose.

European public 
banking loans

Management tools
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These operations are enshrined in the Right to Housing 
Plan (2016-2025). Municipal policy has attempted to 
open up to a more plural by incorporating new types of 
banks in municipal management, such as multilateral 
credit institutions, cooperatives and ethical banking 
entities. They fit in with the goal of raising public 
funding for social-housing initiatives, where awarding 
credit is no longer within the current lines of action 
of either the Catalan Institute of Finance or Spain's 
Official Credit Institute. Let's look at each of these 
entities’ operational dynamics.
 

Loans from the European Investment Bank. 
 
The European Investment Bank (EIB) granted 
the Barcelona Municipal Housing Trust a loan of 
€125 million in May 2017. The loan funded up to 50% 
of the total costs of developing 23 new housing 
promotions planned at the time, totalling 2,198 new 
flats for public rental housing. The promotions will be 
located in 8 of the city’s districts and the total area of 
the new housing will come to 187,277 square metres.

The EIB applies various selection criteria when 
granting loans. For one thing, the project has to have 
a social vocation, focusing on people who cannot 
access the private housing market. That means the new 
dwellings planned in Barcelona will be incorporated 
into the public rental housing pool and offered to 
applicants on average or low incomes, at a rent that 
corresponds to their income. Out of all the planned 
units, 585 will be reserved for people over the age 
of 65 with limited resources and adapted to people 
with reduced mobility. At the same time, the loan 
will only apply to projects and dwellings with a high 
environmental rating.
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European public banking loans

Consequently, the new housing units will be built 
according to the new energy-efficiency standards, 
thus reducing energy-consumption costs and 
pollutant emissions.

Loan from the Council of Europe Development Bank

The Council of Europe's Development Bank (CEB) 
granted Barcelona City Council a loan of €59 million in 
September 2017 to build rental housing. This operation 
will fund the 26 projects current at that time and is in 
addition to the loan of €125 million from the European 
Investment Bank. In all, 2,322 dwellings will benefit, 
with a total of 199,677 square metres of building space, 
in several of the city’s districts.

The CEB's missions include supporting social-housing 
projects, especially those intended for vulnerable 
groups and groups encountering difficulties accessing 
housing in the market. That means promotions that the 
loan is linked to will be allocated to social rental housing 
for people on average or low incomes, with some 
specifically designed for people over the age of 65.

Another of the variables that the CEB is examining for 
granting loans is the projects’ sustainability criteria. 
As for the dwellings that will benefit, they will all have 
high energy-efficiency standards.
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Two European banking institutions have granted financial 
aid to Barcelona City Council for the promotion of social 
rental housing.  
These are units that will be promoted in several districts, 
intended for families with limited resources and built 
under the highest energy-efficiency standards.
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“The Key is in your hands” is a 
publicity campaign for attracting the 
flats of small property-owners to the 
Municipal Housing Pool. Launched in 
December 2016 it is enshrined in the 
Right to Housing Act.

“The key is in your hands” 
programme

Management tools
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The campaign is centred on informing flat owners 
that they can benefit from the advantages that come 
with registering their properties with Barcelona City 
Council’s Housing Pool.  
Among these it is worth highlighting:

The City Council acts as a lease guarantor.

Owners have the security that their leases’ 
terms and conditions will be complied with (rent 
payments, flat upkeep, etc.)

Technical and legal advice for drafting leases.

Help with in arrangements and procedures 
(obtaining habitability and energy-efficiency 
certificates).

Renovations grants.

Co-habitation units and units with young people 
(aged 18-35) will be given access to a decent home.

The campaign was given its own image for conveying 
its message through several formats (website, publicity 
video etc.) It provides all the information needed 
for arousing the interest of people who wish to rent 
their flats out through the City Council Housing Pool. 
The conditions that are offered include Housing Pool 
mediation between owners and tenants, security  
of compliance with the lease, financial incentives  
for owners, renovation grants where necessary, 
municipal tax-rate subsidies, guarantees of cover  
and maintenance, legal and technical advice etc.
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“The key is in your hands” programme

The flats must meet the following conditions:

Be located in the city of Barcelona.

Have a habitability certificate or be in a position 
to obtain one.

Have an energy-efficiency certificate or be 
in a position to obtain one.

Be in the Housing Pool.

Owners who are interested must fill in a form 
requesting information or visit one of the municipal 
housing offices. The publicity video emphasises two 
basic arguments: the security of the process and 
contributing to the common good of citizens. The voice-
over recites “I’m earning a little less but peace of mind 
is priceless, plus I’m doing my bit to make Barcelona a 
fairer city.” Significantly, in only the first three months 
of the campaign, the Housing Pool attracted 101 flats 
by means of this method.
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The success of “The key is in your hands” dissemination 
programme can be explained by the experiences of 
Barcelona residents who decide to put their properties in 
the Rental Housing Pool. The security offered by the City 
Council and the social value contributed are decisive 
when it comes to providing flats.
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“The key is in your hands” programme

Si tens un pis
i el vols llogar amb
garanties, facilitats
i responsabilitat,
posa’l a la borsa
de lloguer

Tu tens la clau 
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Implementation
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A large part of housing resources and policies go 
towards implementing and achieving affordable 
housing. In that respect, the innovation contributed 
by Barcelona City Council has centred on three 
basic factors. From the typological point of view, the 
assigned-for-use housing-access model has been 
incorporated. This facilitates cohousing solutions, 
valid for cooperative self-promotion of homes that 
incorporate common uses and spaces. From the 
technological point of view, temporary and light action 
models have been incorporated to provide rapid 
responses to housing emergencies. Finally, priority 
has been given to renovation-related initiatives, by 
considering the opportunities of all the stock already 
built. The current situation shows a total of 72 initiatives 
under way throughout the city, taking into account 
the entire catalogue of interventions and the different 
stages of the processes. The implementation in process 
involves the promotion of over 4,600 affordable 
dwellings, an unprecedented level of production.

The new agents incorporated into this working stage 
can be divided into two groups. On the one hand, the 
actual agents of the new collaborative, cooperative, 
sustainable, ethical and responsible economy. We are 
talking about foundations and cooperatives that can 
manage and produce part of the affordable housing 
stock, even ensuring their social function for longer 
than the public entities. On the other hand, new agents 
are appearing that need to tackle the difficulties of the 
emergency housing situation, preventing exclusion 
and planning strategies and alternatives in order to 
ensure the universal right to housing. In particular, 
the Residential Exclusion Unit (UCER) is seen as 
an entity capable of meeting this challenge. One of 
its main objectives is to establish a new discipline 
that facilitates the necessary fines in situations 
that complicate the right to housing (vacant flats, 
substandard housing, etc.)
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As regards the new tools launched, we can distinguish 
a threefold strategy. First, the use of resources which 
explore the possibilities of existing opportunities in the 
city. Both the ATRI initiatives and the APROPs focus 
their attention on available resources for building 
in the very places requiring responses to housing 
emergencies. Second, the renovation of housing 
interiors, which respond to the same need to optimise 
existing properties. Finally, architectural competitions 
which, while not an innovative resource per se, do 
produce results, such as a new housing stock creatively 
designed in response to current needs.

Implementation

Map of 72 promotions 
under way
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Promotion foundations 
and cooperatives

Residential Exclusion 
Unit (UCER) 
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Assigned-for-use 
cooperatives
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The Residential Exclusion Unit is 
designed to deal immediately with 
residential exclusion, by responding 
to the co-habitation units affected by 
evictions and dealing with vulnerable 
situations.

Implementation agents

Residential Exclusion Unit (UCER)
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The UCER consists of an inter-disciplinary team with 
technical and administrative profiles who specialise in 
preventing evictions and assisting people affected by 
them. The unit's work is focused on locating measures 
to take preventive action in eviction processes, thus 
strengthening the strategies to deal with social 
emergencies and energy poverty.

Its theoretical model is based on the European ETHOS 
system that defines residential exclusion under four 
categories:

Rooflessness. Having either no physical space to 
live in or very restricted access to such space (only 
at certain times).

Homelessness. Occupying a physical space for 
temporary residence or under a shelter system. 
This applies to people occupying temporary 
accommodation, internment institutions, prisons 
and medical institutions, children’s institutions 
or shelters for victims of gender violence, or 
supervised inclusion dwellings.

Insecure housing. Where individuals or families 
live in a dwelling without any guarantees to 
it (no tenancy, precariously or under irregular 
tenancies) or in physical or psychological insecurity 
(harassment and abuse). This also applies to people 
given shelter by family members or friends.

Inadequate housing. Where individuals or families 
reside in habitation that is unfit or in poor condition, 
which cannot be regarded as housing. Such is the 
case with buildings not intended as dwellings, 
irregular settlements, dwellings in a poor state of 
conservation or in ruins and overcrowded dwellings.
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In all such cases the UCER carries out its functions 
in accordance with two lines of work.

Preventing evictions and assisting those affected 
by them. Working with information taken from the 
courts and from the housing offices in the various 
districts, in addition to other entities. Thanks to such 
information, the UCER can activate several types 
of mediation processes to help people at risk of 
residential exclusion.

Housing discipline. The UCER aims to encourage 
and ensure the proper use of housing and thereby 
prevent its use for speculative and anti-social 
purposes. It is therefore empowered to start 
disciplinary proceedings against substandard 
housing, overcrowded housing, vacant dwellings, 
property mobbing, lack of conservation in housing 
blocks and large property owners who fail to offer 
social rental housing.

Three UCER initiatives in particular are worth 
highlighting. First, it has created an action protocol 
with the various municipal bodies involved in assisting 
people at risk of exclusion. Second, it has established 
communication channels with the Department of 
Justice Duty Service to find out when evictions are 
planned and thereby immediately assist people with 
municipal services. Third, it has set up district boards 
to discuss the various evictions and find possible 
solutions for dealing with the people at risk within the 
possible frameworks.
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The new Residential Exclusion Unit proposes to 
safeguard the right to housing by proposing and taking 
action that can prevent evictions. Preventive measures 
that will be adopted include financial help with rent 
payments and renovations, locating available flats to 
expand the affordable housing stock and rent control.
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D: Barcelona City Council has launched 
a key tool for fighting against exclusion and 
the housing emergency: the Residential 
Exclusion Unit (UCER). How would you rate 
the current housing emergency in the city?

V: Indeed it has. As soon as we took 
office, we set up a working team, the UCER, 
whose goals include assisting people who 
are threatened with an eviction order. It is 
made up of 12 professionals tasked with 
mediating with the dwelling's owner to stop 
the eviction and, where the mediation fails to 
have any results, accompanying the people 
affected right up to the end of the process, 
especially on the day of the eviction. 
The unit was created to deal with the people 
having difficulties with their mortgage 
payments. Even so, failure to pay rent is 
rapidly becoming the prevailing reason for 
evictions, reaching 85% in 2017. The UCER 
attended to over 6,500 family units between 
its creation in November 2015 and October 
2018. The most dramatic aspect is that in 
many cases we are talking about people 
who are working but earn miserable wages. 
The most usual profile is a couple with 
children, with very unsteady work, where 
one of them loses their job or falls ill and 

there is no way for them to pay their rent. 
We also have to deal with squatting by 
people who are mostly very vulnerable. 
We know that there are mafias exploiting 
this vulnerability and doing business by 
enabling people to enter private homes. That 
is why we have been insisting for some time 
that the Generalitat needs to order police 
investigations into these practices.
The housing emergency is affecting 
more and more middle class people. We 
are coming across genuine abuses by 
investment funds that purchase entire 
estates with tenants and attempt to expel 
them, without respecting their most basic 
rights. Or families whose rent suddenly 
goes up from €800 to €1,200 a month.  

To cut a long story short, the housing 
emergency is tied to job insecurity and 
considering housing as an investment 
asset. It is concentrated on the poorest 
sectors of the population, but the middle 
class has recently been affected too. 

D: What scope does the City 
Council have for tackling this situation?  
What work mechanisms have been  
put in motion?

Implementation agents

Vanesa Valiño interview 

Vanesa Valiño is a Political Sciences and 
Administration graduate, an expert in equality 
policies and the Chief of Staff at the Barcelona City 
Councillor's Office for Housing.
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Vanesa Valiño interview

V: Emergency situations are diverse 
and require different tools. For example, 
property mobbing by big property owners 
buying entire estates that try to expel 
residents can be reported under the Catalan 
Right to Housing Act of 2007, an Act that 
has been little explored, by the way. In fact, 
we are the first City Council in Catalonia to 
commence administrative proceedings and 
fine these unscrupulous owners.

By contrast, the Act offers us little scope for 
action in the case of evictions of vulnerable 
people. Unlike what is happening in other 
countries, such as France, where there is 
a winter truce that obliges owners to put 
a halt to evictions of people in vulnerable 
situations, the legislation in Spain makes no 
distinction between bad faith and reasons 
outside a person’s control in its treatment 
of people who stop paying their mortgage 
or rent. That is why, in such cases, where it 
is a question of really vulnerable people, all 
we can do is mediate with the owners, help 
people to find another dwelling or rehouse 
them in an emergency flat.

D: Property speculation, gentrification, 
the lack of any guarantee as regards 
residential stability… what are the most 
difficult situations to detect and take 
action against?

V: The most complex problems are the 
ones that occur “behind closed doors”. In 
other words, inside a dwelling, such as 
overcrowding, renting out substandard 
housing and energy poverty. People usually 
resign themselves to living under such 
situations, when their basic rights are 
actually being violated.  
We’ve made huge progress in the area 
of energy poverty. Thanks to our big 
awareness campaigns and energy advice 

points, we assisted over 8,500 people in 
2017, started 22 legal proceedings and 
issued Endesa, Gas Natural, Iberdrola and 
Aitel with four fines of €350,000 for cutting 
off the electricity of vulnerable people. 

Other types of cases that are not easy 
to detect either are abuses in the owner-
tenant relationship. We have evidence of 
owners demanding rent-guarantee bonds 
for six months and even longer, charging 
exorbitant sums for contract renewals and 
even refusing to return the money rent 
guarantees. But it isn’t easy for the person 
affected to pluck up the courage to report 
their landlord. 

To find out about the numerous housing-
right violations, we have created a 
working group with social movements and 
organisations fighting against gentrification. 
This group has prepared, among other 
things, a rental guide for detecting 
violations and giving the people affected 
guidance on where to turn. Working in 
collaboration with lawyers connected to 
these organisations, we have been trying 
to launch strategic legal actions to help to 
raise awareness of the abuses that people 
living in rental housing suffer. 

D: To what extent are immediate 
responses to vulnerable situations important?

V: It is essential to act as early as 
possible if you want to prevent an eviction. 
But unfortunately we’re used to finding out 
cases late in the day. Families come to the 
housing office when they've already failed 
to make their payments for months, and 
this puts owners off wanting to hear any 
mention of mediation. They simply want 
to recover their flats. Bear in mind too 
that it's not always a big property owner 
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that's behind an eviction for failure to pay 
rent. We are coming across small property 
owners for whom non-payment constitutes 
a serious problem. 
Finding out about the situation as soon  
as possible is crucial, which is why for 
some time we have been demanding a 
new protocol with the judiciary, which 
would enable us to intervene right from 
the start, that is, when owners issue their 
eviction orders. 

D: Generally speaking, what strategies 
have been implemented to defend the right 
to housing in Barcelona?

V: It was clear to us from the start that 
there was no single remedy. Every country 
with advanced housing policies combines 
several ingredients. In our case, we have 
launched four major lines of action. 

The first has been to expand our 
knowledge of the housing stock and 
its users. For example, the first vacant 
dwellings census of the entire city was 
carried out to detect numbers, locations 
and owners. We have also promoted the 
creation of the Metropolitan Housing 
Observatory, given the difficulty of 
devising the right policies without accurate 
information. The second field of action 
relates to emergency housing assistance, 
in other words, preventing and attending 
the eviction of vulnerable people. One of 
the main mistakes of the past was not to 
create a public housing stock. That is why, 
the third cornerstone, first in resource 
consumption, is promoting public housing 
by building 4,600 new units (mostly to 
be offered for rent), acquiring over 650 
flats and mobilising private housing for 
affordable rents. We are talking about an 
investment of €560 million! The fourth 

strategy has involved strengthening the 
renovation policy, by increasing grants to 
more than double what had been invested 
in the previous year and allocating it to the 
estates and neighbourhoods that needed it 
the most. 
Finally, we've started expropriating 
vacant flats from banks through “housing 
disciplinary proceedings”, we've fined big 
property owners that accumulate vacant 
flats and we are fining property mobbing 
by speculative investment funds. We aren't 
going to put an end to abusive practices 
but we have sent out a clear message that 
housing is not an asset for speculating. 

D: In such an important and yet hard 
working area, what is being learnt from 
managing the housing emergency?

V: The hardest thing is putting a face 
on housing insecurity. Discovering that 
there are thousands of families who, 
despite working flat out, cannot afford 
decent housing. Knowing there are 
children who are put through extremely 
violent situations such as evictions. 
Confirming that Spanish legislation 
allows abusive rents and encourages the 
appearance of unscrupulous investment 
funds that are making life impossible 
for our neighbours. Let's not forget that 
renewing leases in France and Germany, 
for example, is practically automatic, 
unless the owner proves they need their 
dwelling. In short, discovering that, as 
hard as we are trying at the City Council, 
changes need to be made in legislation and 
budgetary allocations that are beyond our 
possibilities. We are so heavily involved in 
the housing emergency in local authorities 
that we even forget housing is the 
autonomous region’s responsibility. 
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These foundations are non-profit 
organisations established for the 
purpose of providing vulnerable 
cohabitation units with access to 
housing. They work against residential 
exclusion and promote social-
integration plans to develop people's 
sense of independence and autonomy.

Housing cooperatives are entities 
aimed principally at the self-
promotion of residential buildings to 
provide communities of people with 
access to housing.

Implementation agents

Promotion foundations and 
cooperatives
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The foundations are entities authorised to manager 
and administer a group of dwellings. They do so where 
the public authorities and other social entities have 
no access, and always with the aim of attending to 
the needs of vulnerable cohabitational units that have 
difficulties accessing housing or are at risk of social 
exclusion. The foundations have their own housing 
stock for that purpose, besides other dwellings they 
have certain rights over. 

A foundation's work is based on drawing up individual 
social plans that adequately respond to people’s 
needs, thus strengthening their sense of autonomy 
and independence and fostering their responsibility in 
developing their own work plan. Some of the functions 
of a foundation with housing responsibilities may be 
summarised as follows:

Acquiring dwellings (or the right to their use) for 
the purpose of allocating them to people at risk 
of social exclusion.

Renovating its housing stock.

Exploiting, managing and administering 
this housing stock.

Handing over its dwellings to other social entities 
for them to manage.

Creating social inclusion and job placement 
programmes for people living in its housing stock.
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Beneficiaries of foundation services may include co-
habitation units facing difficult situations and at risk of 
residential exclusion. Such cases include people who 
have suffered financial problems or eviction, or who 
live in dwellings without minimal living conditions, 
or refugees fleeing conflict situations. All of these 
can benefit from foundation activities by means of 
selection processes that are carried out by the public 
authority or social entities.

Traditional housing cooperatives operate with a similar 
goal, defining themselves as affordable-housing 
promoters and an alternative to the private market. 
By acquiring a plot of urban land, they consider the 
social goal of providing housing for their members, 
making it affordable for sectors of the population with 
the most difficulties in accessing housing.

In short, both foundations and cooperatives play a 
vital social role, by providing alternatives for accessing 
housing where the private market's conditions exclude 
part of the population and the public authority lacks 
sufficient capacity.
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The fundamental goal of a foundation such as  
La Dinamo is to promote, encourage and formalise 
the implementation of the cooperative housing 
model under the assigned-for-use system. It 
would thus establish itself as an alternative to 
conventional housing-access models.
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Assigned-for-use housing 
cooperatives are entities which, like 
traditional cooperatives, attempt to 
promote residential solutions for the 
people that belong to them. What sets 
them apart is that, instead of buying a 
plot of land for building on, they gain 
access to land they do not own but 
whose use they have been assigned 
for an extended period, which may 
range between 50 and 100 years.

Assigned-for-use cooperatives
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Cooperatives offer a management model based on  
the housing’s self-production. The system allows 
members to continue the project in a very direct way, 
by controlling costs and taking part in the decision-
making processes that arise during the design of  
future dwellings.

The cooperative model, whether the assigned-for-use 
or the traditional one, is based on principles and values 
established by the International Cooperative Alliance, 
regulated under Act 27/1999, of 16 July, on Cooperatives. 
This legislation provides a secure framework for 
cooperative members and ensures that each individual 
will achieve their goals at the end of the process.

We can highlight three general features of a housing 
cooperative:

Democratic and participatory management: all 
members have the same rights in the cooperative's 
decision spaces (one person, one vote). 
Participatory mechanisms are established to ensure 
that members’ opinions count and they are part of 
the decision-making mechanisms. Likewise, each 
member has certain responsibilities relating to the 
group, which serves to create a balance between 
the common good and the individual. That way a 
committed and caring community is created that is 
dedicated not just to the good of owners but also to 
the more general goal of improving society.

Autonomy and independence: the cooperatives are 
independent organisations, run by their members, 
who have democratic control over all decisions.
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La Borda cooperative  
work meeting

Cooperatives have a social mission and vocation 
that contributes to a community's sustainable 
development in the economic, social and 
ecological sphere.

Owing to the legal, tax and technical complexities of  
a housing promotion process, cooperatives are 
allowed to include professional and technical profiles 
that ensure the correct implementation of the project 
and the work's ultimate success.
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D: What do you consider to be the  
basic challenges facing housing over the 
coming years?

J: Housing in Barcelona, as in Catalonia 
and the Spanish State, is faced with the 
basic challenge of catching up with Europe 
as regards the ongoing development 
of public housing policies. Spanish 
governments have always understood the 
housing sector as a resource for obtaining 
economic and market benefits and hardly 
at all as the solution to a basic right. It 
should be pointed out here that social-
housing neighbourhoods were built but 
under our legislation this housing could 
be declassified after 20 or 30 years. For 
example, it’s possible to estimate that 
nearly 200,000 social housing units were 
built throughout Catalonia which have 
gradually been privatised. When we took 
office at Barcelona City Council in June 
2015, the public rental housing making 
up the municipal stock did not even come 
to 7,000 units. If we add to them the 
decades of public works carried out by the 
Obra Sindical del Hogar [public housing 
developer under Franco], the Spanish 
Ministry of Housing, ADIGSA [Catalan 

housing agency] and the Municipal Housing 
Trust, they could total 30,000. So the main 
challenge is to develop the most diversified 
and resilient housing policy possible for 
the coming decade, as defined under our 
Barcelona Right to Housing Plan (2016-
2025), and which is based on the idea that 
80% of the housing created should be 
affordable, social rental housing. 

D: The team you are part of, led by Ada 
Colau, took over the municipal government 
at a very complicated time for housing 
access. The Mayor herself was someone 
well known for her right-to-housing 
activism – she is one of the founders of 
the Mortgage Victims Platform (PAH). What 
situation did you find at the Councillor’s 
Office for Housing?

J: The situation we found and the 
change that has been taking place respond 
to a housing emergency, which further 
complicates the implementation of a broad, 
diversified housing plan, as the emergency 
problems require a considerable effort. New 
units have been set up to defend and offer 
support to families and co-habitation units 
affected by eviction processes, namely the 

Implementation agents

Josep Maria Montaner interview

Josep Maria Montaner has a doctorate in 
architecture and is a full professor at the ETSAB-
UPC. He is also and the Barcelona City Councillor 
for Housing and a Sant Martí district councillor.
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Josep Maria Montaner interview

SIPHO [intervention and mediation service] 
and the UCER [residential exclusion unit]. 
We have also resorted to the 2007 Act on 
Right to Housing in Catalonia, making use 
of many articles which had remained a dead 
letter, so that now Barcelona leads the way 
in implementing a range of housing-related 
disciplinary measures. A new case law has 
been created, apart form urban planning, 
in a new discipline that defends the right 
to housing and fights against substandard 
housing. In that regard, the byelaw on 
permits for public works (ORPIMO) has 
been transformed to defend tenants whose 
dwellings are affected by renovation 
processes; municipal regulations have been 
applied against property mobbing; and 
housing offices have been strengthened 
with more staff and lawyers specialising in 
legislation that protects citizen rights. 

D: With your experience as a housing 
policy manager, what situation do you 
believe Catalonia and Spain now find 
themselves in?

J: There is a general legacy of a lack of 
an ongoing housing policy in the Spanish 
State, with the deficit of having declassified 
public housing in a shift to home ownership 
housing. However, since the return to 
democracy, much has depended on the 
policies and capacities of the autonomous 
regional governments. In that regard, the 
Basque Country is a model, having pursued 
a strong, ongoing housing policy for forty 
years, with the result that cities such as 
Vitoria have practically no housing problem. 
The regional government of Andalucia 
implemented a very good policy in the 
1990s, building numerous contemporary 
working-class neighbourhoods and 
promoting self-construction policies. They 
also launched a very good initiative in the 

form of housing competitions for young 
architects during those years. The Valencia 
regional government also promoted public 
housing at the start of the democratic 
period. In Catalonia’s case, the Generalitat 
only adopted a genuine housing policy 
during the seven years of the tripartite 
government, which produced the basic legal 
document: the above-mentioned 2007 Act 
on the Right to Housing in Catalonia. These 
conditions set out the context in which 
each city and autonomous region today 
deals with the housing problem, in a State 
scenario where funding for public housing 
has been gradually cut to a minimum. In 
2017 it represented only 0.06% of Spain’s 
GDP, when the average in many EU 
countries is more than 1%.  

D: Together with your team you have 
drawn up an ambitious Right to Housing 
Plan which includes some extremely 
important measures. What do you regard 
as the fundamental aspects of the housing 
policies focused on in this Plan?

J: In reality, introducing a paradigm 
shift in housing policies in Barcelona 
could only be done on the basis of the 
new Right to Housing Plan for 2016-2025, 
based on a participatory process in the 
neighbourhoods with 21 sessions (to come 
up with a plan not just for the city but 
also adapted to each district’s features). 
A plan discussed and debated with the 
main players in the property sector and 
negotiated with the political authorities to 
obtain maximum possible consensus. That 
consensus was achieved to a large extent 
(with 30 out of 41 votes in favour), although 
it did not lead to a city agreement. 

The Right to Housing Plan for 2016-2025 
is based on four enormously important 
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planks: the fight against the housing 
emergency; defining all the possible 
tools for ensuring the proper use of 
housing, with a vacant dwellings census, 
financial help for owners to renovate 
their dwellings and assign them to the 
affordable housing pool, as well as a whole 
series of measures within a new housing 
discipline against substandard housing, 
keeping dwellings vacant for over two 
years and property mobbing; a total change 
in the production systems for new-build 
housing, by implementing, at present, 72 
separate projects and consolidating goals 
set out over the last few years, such as 
maximum energy efficiency, health care 
and gender flexibility and equality; and a 
thorough reconsideration of renovation 
based on diversifying the mechanisms and 
scales (agreements and calls for grants, 
distributing the grants in a fair way for all 
the neighbourhoods), and the introduction 
of new features such as interior renovation, 
proactive technical intervention in highly 
complex estates and anti-gentrification 
measures linked to renovation grants. 

D: Which of the measures adopted, or 
mechanisms implemented, in your opinion 
summarise the impact that this change of 
attitude could end up having?

J: We believe this change of attitude 
can be seen in each of the four key areas 
of our work. As regards the housing 
emergency, we have created conditions 
where, despite the continued problem of 
evictions and rising rents, people feel they 
are not alone when it comes to solving their 
problems. In relation to the proper use of 
housing, we finally have a vacant dwellings 
register at our disposal and have shown 
that Barcelona City Council is implacable 
when it comes to any type of abuse over 

the right to housing: housing-related 
disciplinary proceedings, fines for illegal 
tourist apartments, fines on banks that 
fail to comply with the Act and maintain 
vacant flats or accept no responsibility 
when squatters take over their properties 
and use them for criminal purposes. In 
relation to new building projects, we 
have strengthened new lines, such as 
cohousing or dwellings in assigned-for-
use cooperatives and we have started new 
public-private lines of collaboration such 
as Habitatge Metròpolis Barcelona, the first 
in Spain in the wake of European housing 

associations. As regards renovation, 
having totally changed the model from an 
authority that launches calls for grants and 
subsidies with bureaucratic mechanisms 
to a proactive authority that intervenes in 
dwellings and properties where the need for 
it has been detected. 

D: What role can urban planning 
and architecture play as innovation tools 
for contributing to a comprehensive 
development of the right to housing?

J: Urban planning has key role in 
forecasting and innovating. It is therefore 
important, first of all, to have up-to-date 
data and information (which is why we 
have promoted setting up the Barcelona 
Metropolitan Housing Observatory) and, 
on the basis of that, to provide policies 
and urban development plans that offer 
solutions to the diagnoses of the problems. 
In Barcelona’s case, it is vital to understand 
the problem of housing in a metropolitan 
context. Information agreed to, planning 
adapted to the reality and housing policies 
are the key to forecasting future trends, as 
far as possible. 

Josep Maria Montaner interview184



Implementation tools

Tactical groupings for 
inclusive repopulation 
(ATRI) 

Housing interior 
renovations
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Temporary local 
accommodation 
(APROP) Cohousing

186



Architectural 
competitions 
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Housing interior renovations  
are a tool designed to ensure the 
habitability, security, accessibility, 
hygiene and minimum energy-
efficiency conditions that vulnerable 
co-habitation units without financial 
resources live in. This strategy  
can apply to both owned and  
rented dwellings.

Implementation tools

Housing interior renovations
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Implementation tools

The City Council has established a renovation grant 
programme that requires compliance with two basic 
demands: firstly, that there is a report confirming 
the dwelling’s defects; and, secondly, proof of the 
residents’ vulnerable situation. Where these conditions 
are met, grants are offered for carrying out various 
types of intervention:

Bathroom renovations. Interventions that attempt 
to improve accessibility and facilitate personal 
hygiene activities.

Kitchen renovations. Interventions that attempt to 
improve safety and facilitate cooking activities.

General renovations. Interventions that see to 
improve the dwelling’s energy efficiency.

The implementation of this renovation programme 
involves the intervention of several agents carrying out 
diverse functions. The Barcelona Housing Consortium 
establishes the amounts of the contributions. The 
programme's management body is tasked with 
hiring the companies. The Technical Renovation 
Management authorises the budgets and coordinates 
the programme’s technical and financial management. 
Finally, the Housing Office provides information on the 
features and requirements for participation. The entire 
programme is implemented in six stages: 

The formal start of the programme.
The application, verification and authorisation stage 
of the renovations.
The document preparation and processing stage.
The renovation implementation and monitoring stage.
The final checking and confirmation stage.
The payment stage.
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Housing interior renovations

Barcelona City Council has put the need to include 
renovation as the main tool for achieving a sufficient 
affordable housing stock, with suitable living conditions, 
at the forefront of the housing policy agenda.
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The tactical groupings for inclusive 
repopulation (ATRI) is a strategic 
mechanism for exploring alternative 
ways of increasing the public housing 
stock. Housing-creation mechanisms 
are being put forward which 
complement and offer alternatives to 
the possibilities that urban planning 
regulations provide for.

Implementation tools

Tactical groupings for inclusive 
repopulation (ATRI)
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ATRI operates under a strategic/methodological 
protocol divided into four levels: legal-financial, urban 
planning, architectural and management.

From the legal point of view, ATRI explores the 
possibility of building public housing under the 
framework of urban planning legislation, without 
introducing new regulations. Proper use of the 
existing regulations not only enables new social 
housing developments to go ahead, it also enables 
the replacement of obsolete planning systems 
where these lack a justified quality.

From an urban planning point of view, ATRI is 
based on the construction of a dialogue between 
the existing physical-social fabric and the new 
architectural intervention. Hence this construction 
develops seeks the maximum integration in the 
context through three possible actions: insertions, 
superimpositions and juxtapositions.

From an architectural point of view, ATRI proposes a 
construction methodology that facilitates interactions 
between several positions and constructive systems. 
Reversibility, partial prefabrication, residents’ 
participation and the incorporation of social and 
ecological criteria make up a contemporary modus 
operandi that aims to respond to the lack of public 
housing without repeating the practical and technical 
inertias of the past.

From a managerial point of view, ATRI is carried out in 
four stages, with clearly defined goals.

Detecting the vacant sites. The aim of this diagnostic 
stage is to find opportunities, empty land sites 
and buildings capable of extension where an ATRI 
initiative could be implemented.
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Suitability of the vacant sites. This stage assesses 
the opportunities in two parts: first, an estimation 
is made of the number of dwellings that could 
be achieved; second, a study is carried out of 
the possible negative impacts on the urban 
environment and the legal-economic feasibility.

Obtaining the vacant sites. In this stage legal tools 
are use to obtaining the sites. The process might be 
different, depending on whether they are publicly 
or privately owned. If the vacant site is public, ATRI 
proposes possible measures for amending the 
planning or transferring assets between authorities. 
If the site is privately owned, it provides for both 
punitive and incentive measures.

Filling in vacant sites. This is the stage of the actual 
architectural interventions, from sanitation and 
building the housing to possible dismantling. Three 
substages are envisaged: first the black stage, the 
building's construction, preferably using modular 
elements; next, the grey stage, where the industrial 
nature of the intervention is integrated and vanishes 
from sight; and finally, the white stage, where each 
dwelling is personalised by its residents.

ATRI envisages the concept of flexibility during the 
various stages of the project process, understanding 
the dwelling as the result of the dialogue between the 
designers and the future tenants.

Tactical groupings for inclusive 
repopulation (ATRI) 195



ATRI is proposed as an experimental strategy for 
making maximum use of the urban opportunities  
that enable housing to be generated. Several examples  
of possible developments are planned in the context of 
the Ciutat Vella district.
We offer those of Ronda de Sant Pau 46 and 
Av les Drassanes 10 to illustrate the point.
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The procedure for achieving 
provisional local accommodation 
(APROP) is a tool designed for 
installing groups of modules and 
prefabricated mobile cabins that  
can be used as temporary 
accommodation. The aim is locate 
them in spaces offering an opportunity 
in areas inhabited by people at risk  
of residential exclusion.

Implementation tools

Temporary local accommodation 
(APROP)

199

S
tren

g
th

en
in

g
 

th
e rig

h
t to

 
h

o
u

sin
g

H
o

u
sin

g
 

stab
ility 

g
u

aran
tee

S
o

cial 
fu

n
ctio

n
 

o
f h

o
u

sin
g

 
g

u
aran

tee

E
asy access to

 
h

o
u

sin
g

E
xp

an
d

in
g

 
th

e affo
rd

ab
le 

h
o

u
sin

g
 sto

ck

M
o

b
ilisin

g
 

th
e p

rivate 
h

o
u

sin
g

 sto
ck

P
ro

m
o

tin
g

 
ren

o
vatio

n
s

P
ro

m
o

tin
g

 
lan

d
 fo

r 
p

ro
tected

 
h

o
u

sin
g

A
ctio

n
 ag

ain
st 

g
en

trifi
catio

n
A

ctio
n

 ag
ain

st 
p

ro
p

erty 
sp

ecu
latio

n

In
teg

ratio
n

 
b

etw
een

 
h

o
u

sin
g

  
an

d
 city

Im
p

ro
vin

g
 

th
e q

u
ality o

f 
h

o
u

sin
g



APROP opts for removable and easily transportable 
local accommodation modules that can respond 
quickly and effectively to the housing emergency. 
Putting them into service implies much less time than 
traditional building. 

The modules are based on a light modular structure 
capable of generating an architectural system. Twenty 
units is regarded as the minimum quantity for that 
purpose, the necessary volume for exploiting common 
spaces and uses such as dining rooms, areas for 
attending to people and laundry areas.

From a morphological point of view, the APROP 
systems can be installed in different urban contexts, 
from vacant land to existing roofs. Such versatility 
provides the possibility of responding in a precise and 
timely way to the needs of the population at risk of 
residential exclusion in their original context. Their high 
level of adaptability to the urban fabric ensures that  
a habitable space in this context can be maintained.

Besides dwellings, the APROP modular strategy 
enables the spaces to house other elements such as 
urban allotments and other types of facilities. Its social 
value is also expressed in the possibility of people 
participating in building the system and its finishes.

The modular structure helps to reduce environmental 
pollution by limiting the waste generated by 
prefabricated structures, the ease of construction  
and the speed in transporting materials.
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Temporary local accommodation 
(APROP)

The APROP accommodation was presented to the 
public in 2018 at a temporary exhibition in the Disseny 
Hub Barcelona, where some of the planned typologies 
were copied.
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Temporary local 
accommodation (APROP)

Image of the APROP project developed by the 
Straddle3 office for a site in the Ciutat Vella district.
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Cohousing  is an alternative model 
for housing production and access 
that enables the affordable public 
housing stock to be expanded. It is 
a tool available to social housing 
cooperatives and promoters 
which allows housing projects to 
be implemented under a type of 
occupancy that ensures the stability 
of the community.

Cohousing
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Cohousing is proposed as an alternative to traditional 
production models in an effort to tackle the housing 
crisis. It is a type of assigned-for-use housing 
occupancy. This model is feasible through the assigned 
use of an unused estate or plot of land from a public 
institution or private company. The site is used by 
entities such as housing cooperatives to construct 
residential buildings for their members.

This housing production and access method enables 
a community of people to live in a building for a 
period ranging from 50 to 100 years, at below-market 
prices. The residents making up these communities 
are not owners but cooperative members who can 
live in a system similar to a rental one but at a much 
more affordable price. Cooperative members pay an 
entrance fee for rights to access their dwelling and a 
monthly fee for its use.

The stakeholders in a cohousing process are:

The municipal authority, which assigns the use 
of the land and acts as a mediator between the 
cooperative and the ethical bank, so that a bankable 
proposal can be reached.

The ethical bank, which provides the funding 
for the project.

The cooperative, which proposes the plan 
for its building.
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From an architectural point of view, the housing 
projects that follow this model are characterised by 
significant volume of common spaces. It thereby 
promotes community life, the use and shared 
management of infrastructures and people's co-
responsibility in managing their building. In short, it 
stimulates a sense of community and a vocation for 
self-help.

To assess cohousing projects the authority establishes 
criteria that take account of certain environmental 
factors such as the use of low environmental- 
and social-impact building systems, the level of 
involvement with the area and cooperative members’ 
participation.

This housing strategy being applied in Barcelona 
follows the example of European benchmarks such as 
the experiences of Vienna, Copenhagen and Berlin. An 
important achievement of this model is the possibility 
of expanding the city’s affordable housing stock by 
strengthening the opposition to property speculation, 
gentrification and residential exclusion.

Some of the projects being carried out are given below:

Examples of cohousing carried out
La Borda housing cooperative
Princesa49 housing cooperative

Housing competition projects 
La Balma housing cooperative
La Xarxaire housing cooperative
Cirerers housing cooperative
Llar Jove housing cooperative
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This is a cooperative project self-promoted by the 
building's future residents. It came about as a project 
launched by the Can Batlló community, crafts people 
aiming to reclaim the industrial complex. It is located on 
land in the La Bordeta neighbourhood whose use has 
been assigned for 75 years by Barcelona City Council. 

It is a project of 28 dwellings (with a modular system 
that allows some typological reversibility) and 
community spaces arranged around a central patio. 
It is built essentially out of wood and enjoys a high 
efficiency energy performance. Both the design 
process and the building stage involved participation 
from the cooperative's members, by activating  
a collective residential attitude from the start.

Participatory process: 2014
Project: 2015-2016
Implementation: 2017-2018
Client: La Borda, an assigned-for-use housing cooperative
Location: Carrer de la Constitució, 85-89, Barcelona
Area: 2,935 m2

Budget: €2,450,000

La Borda housing cooperative

Lacol Cooperative 
of Architects
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The renovation project for the property at Carrer 
Princesa 49 is one of the first residential promotion 
initiatives under the assigned-for-use system. It was 
launched by the Sostre Cívic cooperative under  
an agreement whereby Barcelona City Council 
assigned the building lease for 75 years. In exchange, 
the cooperative has renovated the building, which 
dates back to 1856, and will occupy it with  
affordable dwellings.

The project consists of five dwellings ranging from 
45 to 65m2, one on each floor of the building, in 
addition to some small communal spaces, including 
a terrace. These are flexibly laid-out dwellings, each 
meeting the needs of its occupants. A notable feature 
of the project the building’s energy renovation and 
how it has been adapted to make it accessible. 
Existing original architectural features, such as the 
paving, structural and carpentry features, have  
been restored and reused.

Project: 2014
Implementation: 2016-2018
Client: Sostre Cívic
Location: Carrer de la Princesa, 49, Barcelona
Budget:  €290,000

Housing cooperative
Princesa49

Joan Barba Encarnación
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This project won the public competition for land 
allocated for assigned-for-use cooperatives. The 
original plan proposed guaranteeing affordable 
dwellings with optimal energy performance to 
eliminate the risk of energy poverty.

The building has 19 dwellings (with the possibility  
of 20) arranged in a modulated cross-laminated timber 
structural grid. This distribution can be adapted by 
residents through a central technical facility. 

Project: 2017-2018
Client: Sostre Cívic - Fase La Balma
Location: Carrer d’Espronceda, 131-135, Barcelona
Area: 2,358m2

Budget: €2,100,000

La Balma housing cooperative

Lacol Cooperative of 
Architects, Laboqueria 
Architecture and Design 
Workshop
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This project won the public competition for land 
allocated for assigned-for-use cooperatives. It is an 
architectural design that seeks maximum integration 
with the neighbourhood, while seeking energy 
performance that is as efficient as possible.

Built out of wood and steel it contains eight dwellings 
and communal spaces, deliberately arranged as a 
showcase of the Barceloneta neighbourhood's cultural 
initiatives. Three dwelling dimensions are envisaged, 
capable of developing typologically over time.

Project: 2017
Client: La Xarxaire cooperative
Location: Passeig de Joan de Borbó, 11, Barcelona

Housing cooperative 
La Xarxaire

Lis Figueras, Toni Vidal
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This project won the public competition for land 
allocated for assigned-for-use cooperatives. It is located 
in the Barcelona Roquetas neighbourhood, next to 
the recently remodelled Plaça de les Dones, posing 
a challenge for an urban-coordination challenge.

It proposes an eight-storey building housing 
29 dwellings of various types and communal spaces. 
Special care is devoted to the relationship between 
access spaces and communal areas, as well as the 
layout of external spaces for each cohousing unit. 
The cross-laminated timber structure and the solar 
gain from the double façade define the building’s 
minimal environmental impact.

Project: 2017
Client: Cohousing cooperative, Sostre Cívic
Location: Pla dels Cirerers, 2-4, Barcelona
Budget:  €3,230,085

Housing cooperative 
Cirerers 

Celobert
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This project won the public competition for land 
allocated for assigned-for-use cooperatives. It is 
located in Barcelona’s Marina del Prat Vermell 
neighbourhood, in a newly developed area.

It proposes an eight-storey building housing 
32 dwellings of various types, with communal 
spaces at several heights thanks to its volumetric 
staggering. The project particularly emphasises 
the layout of each cohousing unit’s external spaces, 
promoting efficient climatic behaviour for the 
whole complex. 

Project: 2017
Client: Llar Jove SCCL
Location: Carrer de Ulldecona, 26-28, Barcelona
Area: 3,390m2

Housing cooperative
Llar Jove

Pau Vidal, Vivas Arquitectos
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International architectural 
competitions are a tool for expanding 
the affordable housing stock by 
applying innovative models with 
the possibility of choosing between 
several solutions. In this case, 
innovation arises not so much from 
the tool, which is common in many 
contexts, as from the creativity of the 
people taking part.

Implementation tools

Architectural competitions
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The competitions are aimed at architectural 
professionals who agree to take part in the challenge 
to contribute ideas that meet residential and urban 
needs. In other words, the projects respond to the 
morphological features of the urban fabric they are 
located in, attempting at all times to preserve the 
physiognomy of the neighbourhoods. The teams 
taking part are encouraged to compete not so much on 
formal aspects as the buildings’ content. That way the 
creativity is invested in the purely architectural aspects 
of their occupancy.

The projects’ assessment criteria take account of 
arrangement and planning studies, construction aspects, 
architectural qualities, integration with the surroundings, 
functionality of the floors, energy efficiency and, 
ultimately, the overall vision of the design.

The public authority does not concentrate all the 
works in the hands of a single architectural office but 
encourages awarding projects to different offices. 
In the case of complex competitions, which include 
several plots of land and spaces, the various winners 
are encouraged to enter into dialogue so as to come 
to joint consensual solutions.

Finally, since 2016, the competitions in their current form 
have included an innovation factor that qualitatively 
changes not just the project-selection processes but  
also the results. We are referring to the incorporation,  
as members of the jury, representatives of the Barcelona 
Federation of Local Residents’ Associations (FAVB), 
the Catalan Official Architects’ Association (COAC) and 
members of the Barcelona Higher Technical School 
of Architecture (ETSAB). Their inclusion in the jury’s 
debates adds depth to the arguments over the quality 
of the proposals submitted and dynamism to the 
contribution of different points of view.
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Handing over the keys to 
dwellings is a significant and 
highly emotive moment. 
It makes sense of the work 
of producing affordable 
housing.

A selection of the architectural projects either 
completed or under way during the study period 
are listed below.

Completed projects:

Building with a combination of dwellings and 
temporary accommodation in the 22@ district 
Building with a combination of dwellings and a public 
facility in C/Pere IV
Housing for elderly people, a primary health-care 
centre (CAP) and a neighbourhood centre in Glòries
Social-housing block in Can Batlló
Housing for elderly people in Quatre Camins
Housing in Fabra i Coats

Projects under way:

Public rental flats and shelters in Carrer Alí Bei
Housing and facilities in Carrer Lluís Borrassà
Social housing in Bon Pastor (Sector H3)
Social housing in Bon Pastor (Sector G2)
Social housing in Marina del Prat Vermell
Public rental housing in Illa Glòries
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This is a project that includes the construction of 
47 public rental flats, 20 shelters and 17 parking 
places. Its construction on a chamfered corner is 
defined by dividing up the project into three vertical 
blocks, with an intermediate passage coordinating 
communications and access points.

The final morphology maintains maximum solar 
impact for optimal energy performance. The surface 
balance between the blocks provides a flexible and 
reversible distribution of the spaces, while allowing a 
comprehensive volumetric adaptation to the context.

Project: 2012-2015
Implementation: 2015-2018
Client: Barcelona Municipal Institute of Housing and Renovation
Location: Carrer de Tànger, 38B-40-42 / Carrer d’Àlaba, 132-138  
(Sant Martí), Barcelona
Area: 5,525m2

Residential plan: 47 public rental flats and 20 shelters
Budget: €4,716,613

Building with a combination 
of dwellings and temporary 
accommodation in the  
22@ district

Coll-Leclerc
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Recommendation for optimising the dwelling's comfort without consuming energy

245



This project solves a complex plan in a compact 
volume limited by urban planning regulations. 
Faced with this condition, it opts for a unitary, high-
rise, staggered image. A day centre for elderly people 
on the ground floor and a civic centre on the first floor 
complete a housing plan for elderly people.

Two types of dwellings are proposed, arranged for 
maximum use of the natural light. The topography 
of the façade and three interior patios provide this 
coordination. The construction is based on the 
efficiency of the light industrial panels designed  
for the project.

Project: 2008
Implementation: 2010-2018
Client: Municipal Institute of Housing and Renovation (IMHAB)
Location: Carrer de Josep Pla, 180 (Sant Martí), Barcelona
Area: 11,673m2

Residential plan: 83 dwellings
Budget: €9,938,412

Building with a combination  
of dwellings and a public 
facility in C/Pere IV

Massip-Bosch Studio
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This is a mixed project with three functions 
superimposed on a single piece of architecture.  
A ground-floor base includes all the public uses 
(a primary health-care centre and a neighbourhood 
centre). Three blocks rise up from this base with 
105 flats for elderly people.

Each housing unit has its own multi-functional 
space linked to the outside. The 40 m2 typologies are 
organised around a central technical hub that frees 
up the perimeter, allowing various combinations 
of distribution.

Project: 2008
Implementation: 2010-2016
Client: Municipal Institute of Housing and Renovation (IMHAB)
Location: Carrer de Bolívia Pla, 45-47-49 (Sant Martí), Barcelona
Area: 26,740m2

Residential plan: 105 dwellings
Budget: €20,227,969

Housing for elderly people, 
a primary health-care centre 
(CAP) and a neighbourhood 
centre in Glòries

Bonell-Gil, Peris-Toral
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The complex is made up of 26 dwellings, added to 
which are a car park for 31 vehicles and commercial 
premises on the ground floor. The upper floors are 
arranged around a central patio, around which there is 
a walkway, giving access to the dwellings. 

The structural composition is very regular, allowing 
variable lights around the patio which varies between 
5.50 metres and 7.85 metres. That way the housing 
surface area is freed of structural conditioning, 
allowing future redistribution.

Project: 2013
Implementation: 2015-2016
Client: Barcelona Municipal Institute of Housing and  Renovation
Location: Carrer de Parcerisa, 4-6 (Sants-Monjuïc), Barcelona
Area: 3,949m2

Residential plan: 26 dwellings
Budget: €2,680,938

Block of rental and building-lease 
dwellings for people affected by 
urban planning in Can Batlló

Espinet/Ubach Architects
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This is a piece of architecture located at the foot of the 
Collserola mountain range. The area's low density, the 
sloping topography and views that are offered from the 
place determine the volumetric design. It is planned 
as a staggered L, making the best use of the location's 
conditions.

All the dwellings have a protected and well-orientated 
outside space. Both the organisation of the access 
points and the actual volume and construction seek 
maximum energy efficiency from the complex, in 
addition to well-structured central circulation.

Project: 2010
Implementation: 2015-2017
Client: Municipal Institute of Housing and Renovation (IMHAB)
Location: Carrer de Vista Bella, 7-9 (Sarrià-Sant Gervasi), Barcelona
Area: 4,833m2

Residential plan: 44 dwellings
Budget: €3,249,361

Housing for elderly people  
in Quatre Camins

Pere Joan Ravetllat, 
Carme Ribas,  
Nicolás Markuerkiaga
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By reusing one of the oldest buildings from the 
Fabra i Coats factory complex, previously used as a 
warehouse, the plan is to build 46 social dwellings that 
exploit the old building envelope.

It attempts to respect the existing building as far as 
possible, proposing an independent, light, wooden 
interior structure. The flats will occupy four floors 
respecting a layer of separation from the existing 
façades. The typologies respond to the cross 
ventilation which allows a double orientation.

Project: 2009
Implementation: 2018
Client: Municipal Institute of Housing and Renovation (IMHAB)
Location: Carrer de Parellada, 7-11 (Sant Andreu), Barcelona
Area: 4,389m2

Residential plan: 46 dwellings
Budget: €5,597,173

Housing for young people 
and artists in Fabra i Coats 

Roldán + Berengué Architects

270



271



272



273



274



275



This is a building with public rental flats for elderly 
people, located in a fragmented residential block in 
the Eixample. The rear façade proposed represents 
a contribution of lighting and privileged views in a 
previously rundown environment.

The building is divided into two separate parts by 
a central communicating patio. Open spaces allow 
light to enter and improve the building’s comfort and 
climatic conditions, while providing coordination 
with the volumes that make up the block.

Project: 2012
Implementation: 2018
Client: Municipal Institute of Housing and Renovation (IMHAB)
Location: Carrer d’Alí Bei, 100-102 (l’Eixample), Barcelona
Area: 5,360m2

Residential plan: 49 dwellings and 10 shelters

Public rental flats and shelters 
in Carrer Alí Bei

Pau Vidal, Vivas Architects, 
Arquitectura Produccions
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A project that includes building 54 dwellings, a sports 
facility and an underground car park. The volume 
is configured as a singe whole where one part is 
developed in more storeys.

The dwellings are arranged in a typological system that 
place the technical areas in the perimeter thus freeing 
up and bringing flexibility to the rest of the space. 
Reversible uses and undifferentiated occupancies of 
equivalent spaces are considered, always provided 
with double ventilation and natural lighting.

Project: 2017
Client: Municipal Institute of Housing and Renovation (IMHAB)
Location: Carrer de Lluís Borrassà, 23-25 (Sant Martí), Barcelona
Area: 5,971m2

Residential plan: 54 dwellings
Budget: €5,862,942

Housing and facilities in Carrer 
Lluís Borrassà

Peris-Toral, Eletresjota
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Residential block project in a representative 
neighbourhood of Barcelona's history: Bon Pastor. This 
is a plan for 50 relocation dwellings of various sizes, 
provided with a terrace that generously extends the 
flats’ surface area.

All the dwellings share a central technical hub which 
divides the interior into two open spaces orientated 
to both façades and whose distribution could be 
reversible. The aim is for optimal natural lighting and 
cross ventilation in every flat.

Project: 2015
Client: Municipal Institute of Housing and Renovation (IMHAB)
Location: H3 Block, Bon Pastor (Sant Andreu), Barcelona
Area: 8,800m2

Residential plan: 50 dwellings

Relocation dwellings in Bon 
Pastor (Sector H3)

MADHEL (Bergman and 
Herraiz), MÁRMOLBRAVO 
and MIEL Architects 
(Borrás and Grammont)
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Residential block project in a representative 
neighbourhood of Barcelona's history: Bon Pastor.  
This is a plan for 60 relocation dwellings located 
opposite a public space in the neighbourhood, 
with their terraces facing it.

The dwellings recover the typological sequence 
of three galleries of the Bon Pastor houses with a 
central space combining a living room, dining room 
and kitchen. The relationship with the street, energy 
performance and the two lateral galleries of the 
dwellings allow reversibility of the uses proposed.

Project: 2015
Client: Municipal Institute of Housing and Renovation (IMHAB)
Location: G2 Block, Bon Pastor (Sant Andreu), Barcelona
Area: 6,525m2

Residential plan: 60 dwellings

Relocation dwellings in  
Bon Pastor (Sector G2)

TAC Architects
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Social dwellings in Bon Pastor



A project defined by three architectural blocks making 
up a new area of mixed uses in La Marina del Prat 
Vermell. The division of the plan into three pieces 
on a common base provides a more contained 
urban transition.

Each piece is arranged independently on a 
communication level, creating walkways and spaces 
leading to the dwellings which are visually inter-
communicated. The interior distribution is structurally 
very orderly and incorporates generous terraces in 
every dwelling.

Project: 2016
Client: Municipal Institute of Housing and Renovation (IMHAB)
Location: Carrer d’Ulldecona, 12-14, la Marina del Prat Vermell 
(Sants-Montjuïc), Barcelona
Area: 16,677m2

Residential plan: 108 dwellings

Rental housing and assigned-
for-use area dwellings in  
La Marina del Prat Vermell

Pau Vidal, Vivas Architects, 
Arquitectura Produccions
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Methodologically speaking, this is a very innovative 
project that arose out of an international ideas 
competition. The result of the competition enabled a 
volumetric plan to be selected for partially developing 
four of the selected projects

The project establishes a volumetric relationship with 
the city’s urban fabric, giving shape to a residential 
block with two courtyards and an interior pedestrian 
passage. Coordination between the selected teams has 
facilitated the coordination of the four projects, which 
provide a heterogeneous solution for each part of the 
block. The project is characterised by the right lighting 
and ventilation conditions, as well as typological 
arrangements that provide for flexibility and the 
absence of gender hierarchies.

Project: 2016-2018
Client: Municipal Institute of Housing and Renovation (IMHAB)
Location: A block formed by Carrer Castillejos, 
Carrer Casp, Plaça de les Glòries and Gran Via de les Corts Catalanes 
(Eixample), Barcelona
Area: 30,000m2

Residential plan: 238 dwellings

Rental housing and  
building-lease dwellings 
in Illa Glòries

Cierto Estudio and Franc Llonch 
Bayona Valero, Cantallops Vicente, 
Ensenyat Tarrida and HAZ Arquitectura
Pau Vidal and Vivas Arquitectos 
SV60 Cordón & Liñan
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Volumetric Ordering of the Complex (PMU) and Piece A: Cierto Estudio and Franc Llonch
Piece B: Bayona Valero Arquitectes, Cantallops Vicente Arquitectes, Ensenyat Tarrida 
Arquitectes and HAZ Arquitectura
Piece C: Pau Vidal Arquitecte and Estudio Vivas Arquitectos
Piece D: SV60 Cordón & Liñan Arquitectos
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Map of housing promotions 
and acquisitions

310





Promotion State Operator Address Nº Dwellings

1 Rodalies Work completed IMHAB Carrer Doctor Aiguader 15 150

2 Bon Pastor E2 (III fase) Work completed IMHAB Carrer Alfarràs 30 60

3 Bon Pastor F1 (III fase) Work completed IMHAB Carrer Biosca 17 61

4 Bon Pastor F2 (III fase) Work completed IMHAB Carrer Biosca 33 46

5 Pere IV / Josep Plà Work completed IMHAB Carrer Pere IV 455 83

6 Can Batlló UP4 Work completed IMHAB Carrer de la Constitució 31 26

7 Glòries I fase Work completed IMHAB Carrer Ciutat de Granada 
145-149

105

8 Can Batlló UP8 Work completed IMHAB Carrer Parcerisa 6 26

9 Quatre Camins Work completed IMHAB Carrer Vista Bella 7-9 44

10 Tànger Work completed IMHAB Carrer Tànger 40 47

11 Gardunya - Fem ciutat Work completed Cooperative Plaça de la Gardunya 1 39

12 Princesa 49 Work completed Cohousing Carrer Princesa 49 5

13 Can Batlló UP7 Work completed Cohousing Carrer de la Constitució 83-89 28

14 MPGM  Gòtic Sud - AA2 In progress APROP Carrer Nou de St. Francesc 10 14

15 Can Fabra In progress IMHAB Carrer Parellada 9 46

16 Sancho d'Avila (II fase) In progress IMHAB Plaça Dolors Piera 6 68

17 Can Batlló UP5a In progress APROP Carrer Mossen Amadeu Oller 
17-21

40

18 UA1 MPGM Glòries-Merid. 
FR14

In progress Foundation Carrer de Bolívia de 23-27 85

19 Alí Bei In progress IMHAB Carrer Alí Bei 102 49

20 Germanetes LLS In progress IMHAB Carrer Comte Borrell 159 35

21 Vores Via Augusta FR18.2 In progress IMHAB Via Augusta 401-403 13

22 Germanetes GG In progress IMHAB Carrer Viladomat 142 47

23 Bon Pastor G1  (IV fase) In progress IMHAB Carrer Salomó 1 38

24 Bon Pastor H1 (IV fase) In progress IMHAB Carrer Isona 1 42

25 Bon Pastor H3 (IV fase) In progress IMHAB Passeig Mollerussa 58 50

26 Bon Pastor G2  (IV fase) In progress IMHAB Carrer Biosca 52 60

27 Bon Pastor I1 (IV fase) In progress IMHAB Carrer Mur 4 54

28 C. Espronceda, 133-135 Project Cohousing Carrer Espronceda 133 19

29 Marina Prat Vermell S10 
P25

Project Cohousing Carrer Ulldecona 26-28 32

30 PAU 1 Roquetes - FR 18.1a Project Cohousing Carrer Pla dels Cirerers 2-4 27

31 Pg. Joan de Borbó, 11 Project Cohousing Passeig Joan de Borbó 11 8

32 Vallcarca AA3 (II fase) Project IMHAB Avinguda Vallcarca 93-95 14

33 Trinitat Nova Bloc H Project IMHAB Carrer S'Agaró s/n 83

34 Marina Prat Vermell S10 
P24

Project IMHAB Carrer Ulldecona 12-14 108

35 Casernes de Sant Andreu 
Ed. C

Project IMHAB Passeig Torres i Bages 143 150

36 Lluís Borrassà Project IMHAB Carrer Lluís Borrassà 23-35 54

37 Puigcerdà / Maresme Project IMHAB Carrer Puigcerdà 100-102 75

38 Torre Baró Illa F Project IMHAB Avinguda Escolapi Càncer 10 47

39 Illa Glòries Project IMHAB Gran Via de les Corts Cat-
alanes 830-846

225

40 Marina Prat Vermell S8 
D1+D2

Project IMHAB Carrer Acer s/n 240
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Promotion State Operator Address Nº Dwellings

41 Porta Trinitat Vella Project IMHAB Carratera de Ribes 51-65 140

42 Roquetes AA3 Project IMHAB Via Favència 271-275 122

43 Trinitat Nova UA3 Bloc E Project IMHAB Carrer Palamós 81 100

44 Trinitat Nova UA3 Bloc I Project IMHAB Carrer Palamós 88 76

45 Torre Baró Illa E Project IMHAB Avinguda Escolapi Càncer 
27-33

30

46 Presó T. Vella A18.03 Project IMHAB Carrer Pare Pérez del Pulgar 
s/n

98

47 Presó T. Vella A18.01 Project IMHAB Carrer Pare Pérez del Pulgar 
s/n

75

48 MPGM HD Ciutat de 
Granada

Project IMHAB Carrer Ciutat de Granada 
95-97

18

49 MPGM HD Antiga Quirón Project IMHAB Avinguda Mare de  Déu de 
Montserrat 5-11

100

50 MPGM HD Penitents Project IMHAB Carratera de Sant Cugat 2x 35

51 MPGM Carmel - Ai04 + 
OE.03

Project IMHAB Carrer Murtra 12-16 22

52 MPGM HD Veneçuela Project IMHAB Carrer Veneçuela 96-106 150

53 Marina Prat Vermell S10 
P22

Project IMHAB Carrer Ulldecona 2-10 80

54 MPGM HD Vidal i Bar-
raquer

Project IMHAB Avinguda Vidal i Barraquer 
37-43

85

55 UA1 MPGM Glòries-Merid. 
FR15B

Project APROP Carrer Bolívia 33-41 int 37

56 MPGM Torrent Monges 
- NH

Project Cohousing Carrer General Vives 4-6 17

57 Marina Prat Vermell S10 
P21 + S8 Eq2

Project IMHAB Sense nom (Motors-Tortosa) 7 84

58 Casernes de Sant Andreu 
Ed. A

In progress IMHAB Passeig Torres I Bages 129 84

59 Casernes de Sant Andreu 
Ed. J

In progress IMHAB Carrer Fernando Pessoa 1-39 60

60 Ferran Junoy/Ciutat 
d'Asunció

In progress IMHAB Carrer Ferran Junoy 104-108 150

61 Avda Vallcarca AA6 In progress IMHAB C. Gustavo Bequer, 17-23 70

62 MPGM Degà Bahí AA1 
Edifici A2

In progress IMHAB Plaça Nova Creació 23

63 Colonia Castells FII UP B2 In progress IMHAB C. Entença 284-288 14

64 Trinitat Nova Bloc F In progress Cooperative Carrer Aiguablava 74-76 25

65 La Clota LCR -FR 3.2 In progress Cooperative Avinguda Estatut de Catalun-
ya 15-21

136

66 Marina Prat Vermell S10 
P15

In progress HOUSING Carrer Cal Cisó 44 60

67 Marina Prat Vermell S10 
P23

In progress HOUSING Carrer Ulldecona 16-24 65

68 Renfe Colorantes PAU1 
FR01

In progress HOUSING Carrer Fernando Pessoa 14-16 124

69 Entorn Sagrera PAU1 FR02 
UP5

In progress HOUSING Carrer Gran de Sagrera 32-60 106

70 PE Poble Sec - Montjuïc 
UA8

In progress Cohousing Pg. de l’Exposició 38 6

71 Marina Prat Vermell S8 E1 In progress Foundation C. Ulldecona, 11 60

72 MPGM Estació de Sants 
AA 1-c

In progress IMHAB C. Riera de Tena 54-56 24
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Three paradoxes, two challenges

The housing policies applied in Barcelona allow us to 
discover certain innovative features that are not always 
immediately noticeable. The map of agents and tools 
displayed covers almost entirely the various scales and 
situations of action. Such a holistic approach to the 
problem represents an attitude that helps to prevent 
a possible worsening of the situation, which could be 
caused by future economic crises, new property-sector 
bubbles and other unforeseen events that could affect 
the housing sphere.

Planning an entire structure of action – and identifying 
the goals and priorities of intervention through the 
agents’ tools – optimises the efficiency of the work 
strategies, which need to function as an inter-related 
system. In that regard, it is worth concluding this  
tour by outlining three paradoxes of housing policy 
and two future challenges that need to be taken into 
account if the efforts made in Barcelona are to continue 
in the future. 

The three paradoxes relate to some of the main goals 
of their strategies and show the capacity of innovation 
to tackle problems from unexpected perspectives.

Importance of the housing stock already built and 
its renovation for obtaining an public housing stock. 

In contrast to the notion that achieving an affordable 
housing stock means producing new buildings, 
Barcelona has opted to restore the existing stock. 
It is doing this by promoting the renovation of 
dwellings with poor living conditions, by exercising 
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its pre-emption rights in purchasing properties, 
reaching agreements with banks to mobilise their 
stock of properties, encouraging the use of vacant 
flats, promoting the renting out of under-used second 
homes and so on. The impact that these initiatives 
generate may exceed what is achieved from building 
new housing, at clearly lower cost and within shorter 
time frames.

Importance of emergency action to maintain 
stability and balance of the systems. 

Action in the gaps, locating temporary (but immediate) 
opportunities, and a capacity for mobilising resources 
to attend to emergency situations are typical of a way 
of doing things that ensures two types of stability. 
On the one hand, people's housing stability, ensuring 
they maintain contact with their close, neighbour and 
family networks that housing entails. On the other 
hand, maintaining the stability and balance urban 
communities helps to protect against gentrification 
and property speculation processes.

Importance of private agents for guaranteeing  
the permanence of a public housing stock. 

The role of public entities in ensuring access to housing 
can prove short-lived without long-term continuity of 
the measures applied. There is no point building public 
housing that might be privatised in the future. Faced 
with this difficulty, public intervention can be supported 
through non-profit entities, such as foundations and 
cooperatives, capable of producing affordable housing 
under an assigned-for-use system. In this housing, 
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typologically innovative because it involves community 
cohabitation and shared-resource management, 
maintenance is guaranteed as is its use as the 
occupants main dwelling throughout the assigned-for-
use period, thereby meeting the goals of public action. 
This therefore gives rise to the third paradox, where 
public intervention needs the responsible action of 
community initiative.

Housing policy efforts help to obtain short-term 
results that may be insufficient if mechanisms are 
not put in place for maintaining strategies over 
time, for assessing the results and replanning where 
necessary. This difficulty is important, given the need 
for administrative and legislative consensus going 
beyond geography, jurisdictions and political terms 
of office. So it is important to pinpoint challenges that 
can facilitate the continuation of efforts towards these 
goals. In Barcelona's case, we could mention two 
significant issues:

The metropolitan scale

The approach to the housing problem in Barcelona 
requires acknowledging a supra-municipal urban 
context. Population movements in the Barcelona 
metropolitan area, identifying vulnerable areas outside 
the municipal sphere and locating spaces threatened 
by gentrification processes are circumstances that 
have been highlighted in the course of the diagnostic 
process carried out. This shows the need for action 
tools that have to be coordinated from a metropolitan 
perspective. That strategic coordination, together with 
the jurisdictional co-responsibility of all the municipal 
authorities that intervene in the area, must facilitate 
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a fuller panoramic vision of the housing problem 
in Barcelona and a capacity for action with greater 
structural impact.

The convergence of good European practices in 
housing matters

Defining the public resources allocated to housing 
cannot remain detached from the efforts made in the 
benchmark countries with regard to housing policies. 
Mechanisms for expanding the affordable housing 
stock, legislation for protecting tenants’ rights at the 
same level as those of owners, defining new forms 
of occupancy and funding, incorporating new private 
agents and non-profit entities in housing production, 
etc., are some of the initiatives that constitute the 
European state of the art that need to be explored. 
The work carried out in Barcelona from 2015 to 2018 
demonstrates that knowledge of good practices that 
are carried out in local contexts encourages innovation 
in the face of local problems.
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Public housing policies: 
no silver bullets & no shortcuts

Javier Burón, the Manager for 
Housing at Barcelona City Council

Opinions are all too often read and heard asserting 
how simple the housing problem is and how easily it 
could be fixed through a single measure or tool (“what 
we have to do is build and prices will then drop”; “if 
a lot of land is properly classed, housing prices will 
drop”; etc.). These are silver bullets, simple solutions to 
a complex problem, typical of magical thinking, which 
need to be banished from the debate on affordable 
housing. The first step towards solving this problem is 
recognising that it is complex and multifactorial, and 
that its solution lies in combining a series of tools, 
projects and policies and not in a single measure. 
We should be wary of people asserting there are 
miraculous shortcuts and that this is a problem that 
can be solved relatively quickly.

When the aim is to work on pre-existing and densely 
crowded urban fabrics or intervene in markets with 
already established operators, where the supply of 
public housing is as weak as it is in our cities and 
where demand and investment are globalised, we 
cannot afford to be frivolous over a problem so 
closely linked to many public policies: urban planning, 
transport, employment, social services, taxation, the 
economy, funding, etc. 
Here we are contributing our map of processes 
including the tools that have to be combined – without 
going into the weighting or each one of them – in  
a local public housing policy.
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1. Information 

Information on the state of our housing stocks is a 
key resource. In the first place, we need to prevent 
the market from becoming the source of information 
with the highest standing, bearing in mind its almost 
invariably inflationary interests. In the second place, 
we have to be capable of processing jointly the 
immense amount of information in the hands of the 
authorities. All that ought to prompt us to design 
public policies based on data and scientific evidence. 
Finally, we must not lose sight of the fact that in 
a market as psychosocial as that of housing, data 

mastering is the same thing as market shaping, there 
being an obligation on authorities not to allow only 
the housing information issued by private media 
to have prestige and not to tolerate only the news 
highlighting housing scarcities and price rises to have 
an impact on consumers.

2. Strategic planning

While this may appear obvious, housing policies 
must be planned quantitatively and qualitatively. 
Tools, budgets and time horizons need to be proposed 
for performing and assessing the measures that we 
attempt to introduce or implement. And, in the case 
of housing, strategic planning, although subject 
to reviews, must be long term in scope, bearing in 
mind its structural nature which is hardly open to 
change in the short term. Political terms of office and 
strategic planning make poor partners over time. 
Where possible, it is advisable to reach long-term city 
agreements, always over a decade. Whatever has been 
neglected or poorly managed over decades cannot be 
solved within a few months or years.
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3. The Housing Applicants’ Register

Many authorities have one or more housing applicants’ 
registers: the preferential use of their data involves 
processes for awarding public or protected housing 
(process nº 9). However, besides that function, these 
registers contain a huge amount of information that 
has to be used for scientifically designing housing 
policies, as we mentioned in process nº 1.

4. Public help and information offices

Most authorities such as ours have housing offices 
or use general public help and information offices as 
well for housing-related public goods and services. 
Without prejudice to the efficient service that they can 
do for the authority, such as channelling information 
to citizens and processing petitions, applications and 
resources from authorities, it is clear that these offices 
must be a preferred medium for bilateral and fluid 
relations between the authority and the public.

5. The housing emergency

Given the extremely harsh housing emergency in 
many cities (homeless people, evictions, squats, loss 
of home for want of lease renewals, etc.,) there is no 
need to point out that a good part of the authorities’ 
efforts over the last few years have been aimed at 
these types of problem. As it is very difficult to deal 
with these problems in the short term and we cannot 
always find a solution within the strict framework of 
housing policy, the existence of mixed units (half social 
services, half public housing service), collaboration 
with the legal authorities in seeking an early warning, 
as well as the existence of financial aid and dwellings 
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specifically reserved for these groups are all tools 
that help with the authority's mediation in relations 
between private parties.

6. Supplying the raw materials: land and boundaries

We will not be telling you anything new when we 
point out that a local urban development which fails 
to include among its priorities the legal production of 
physically prepared land for public, social, protected 
and affordable-private (adjoining but not synonymous 
adjectives) housing will not be a functional urban 
development. That is why the connection between 
public urban-planning, transport and housing teams 
is key. And we must always watch over the current 
state of this supply and future potential. It will be 
more original on our part when we state that legally 
establishing boundaries for the public, social, protected 
and affordable housing we have been talking about 
is as important as —if not more important than — 
producing land in saturated cities and urban areas. 
The gaps, the building potential not used up and in 
the meantime, the urban-development complexes and 
pubic-right obligations over renovations and building 
on consolidated urban land are keys in cities with a 
large part of their land consumed.

7. Funding public housing policies

Another obvious point: no local public housing policy 
is possible without money. Our starting situation is 
dramatic, given the scarcity of public means usually 
put at the disposal of this public task. Of course, just 
because we need to aspire to having 1% of our GDP 
allocated to public housing policies, where at present 
we hardly reach 0.06%, and just because the distance 

Postface 325



to cover is so huge, does not mean there is no margin 
for nuance and hope. There is a place for Spanish and 
European public funding. Tax policies must also play 
a pro-public, social, protected and affordable housing 
role. And there is plenty of room for public-private 
collaboration and the use of private funding tools in 
the local public arena. As important as the growth of 
resources in this public policy is that our own are safe 
and guaranteed over the long term. Medium- and long-
term programmes cannot be launched with short-term 
financial resources.

8. Providing social and affordable housing  
for the public sector

No local entity will have any influence over housing 
unless part of the city’s offer of housing is available 
to it. This depends on having a public housing stock 
dedicated preferably to renting, although it cannot be 
uniquely and exclusively identified with the production 
of new dwellings through public means. Housing 
provision by and for the public sector requires a range 
of possibilities and tools.

Direct or delegated promotion: on the one 
hand, of dwellings and shelters; on the other, of 
cohousing, cooperatives with building leases, rent-
management foundations and metropolitan public-
private affordable-rent operators.

Purchases: of dwellings and buildings in the market. 
This is costly and often requires subsequent 
renovations, though they play an important 
qualitative role in places without an available  
public housing stock.
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Mobilising vacant housing over to affordable 
housing: this enables us to obtain temporary 
affordable housing for the public sector in exchange 
for incentives for owners (guaranteed rental 
payments and subsidies for renovating dwellings). 

9. The policy of awarding public housing

Where housing provision works appropriately, we need 
to take on a housing-award policy for various types of 
dwellings and shelters among several types of families 
and under separate systems. Technically it is not hard 
to assign dwellings and shelters to families at separate 
rental prices with a certain distribution in time for 
balancing the public entity’s accounts. But where a small 
public housing stock is available, even if it is growing, 
the availabilities of housing and financial aid are always 
well below the demand of the various collectives. And 
the quarrel over the scarce resources that arises among 
these social groups needs to be sorted out politically.

10. Managing the public housing stock

Closely linked to the above is the challenge of the 
appropriate management of small and overstretched 
public housing stocks. The temptation to allocate them 
only to those most in need has to be avoided at all costs. 
“Ghettoisation” prevents the growth of public housing 
stocks owing to their disparagement among those who 
have to maintain them through their taxes. The opposite 
option, awarding them only to users with the capacity 
to 100% of the costs of the asset and services (which 
would enable public housing entities to be comfortably 
solvent), should also be avoided. We are under an 
obligation to mix users of every type in our public 
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housing stock. And we therefore have to mix several 
access systems and types of dwellings and facilities.

11. Financial aid for rent payments

Wherever there are insufficient means for public, 
protected or public-private housing, subsidies may be 
a remedy for reducing families’ rental costs. Where 
such aid is every extensive, as in many EU countries, 
it obviously involves large public budgets. And unless 
they are properly designed they can cause inflation 
(lessors include aid in their prices) and/or fraud. But it  
is evident that even the most mature public-intervention 
systems in housing combine the public and public-
private stock with direct aid for tenants. Another thing  
is for this to be a sole tool for difficult funding.

12. Renovation aid and agreements

As rental subsidies, these are big consumers of 
public resources but they contribute to the proper 
maintenance of our building heritage. They must, as 
far as possible, be aimed most specifically at families 
with few resources and in areas where high physical-
social complexity estates are accumulating. They 
can help to moderate price rises where receiving 
subsidies is linked to keeping rental prices below the 
to and CPI during a certain number of years. However 
it is, we need to delve deeply into specialising these 
subsidies, while promoting the existence of specific 
credit for renovating dwellings and buildings, so that 
we can design virtuous combinations of the residents 
themselves, public subsidies and loans adapted to the 
reality of resident-community renovations.
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13. Housing discipline

As a hermetically sealed element of local public action 
in housing, the social function of property ownership 
has to be met, as defined under regional legislation. This 
implies an activity of inspecting-fining, if systematic and 
universal, at least preventive and exemplary.

14. Technical exchanges in professional networks 
and local lobbies for changing regional and 
state laws with a broad impact on local housing 
policies

While the local aspect in housing is not always 
connected to other administrative realities, exchanges 
between experts are key. And this collaboration can be 
metropolitan, regional, State or EU (the area where our 
colleagues have a great interest in finding out about 
us and helping, where possible). On the one hand, 
technical exchanges must lead to self-awareness of the 
sector's needs for public and public-private housing 
and to professional lobbying (policies, not politics) 
before other public authorities and State powers. 

15. Continuous assessment of the efficiency and 
effectiveness of public housing policies

And finally, in this, as in all the other public policies, 
nothing exists unless it is measured and nothing 
should be maintained unless it is assessed. A constant 
assessment has to be made of the real performance 
of the combination that each local authority decides 
on over the 14 previous processes. There is no 
combination that is used the same way in two 
municipalities. But the thing that can be applied to all 
of these is that measuring, evaluating and replanning 
must be a constant cycle in public, social, protected, 
public-private and affordable housing.
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Public-housing policies

Josep Maria Montaner, 
Councillor for Housing and 
Renovation at Barcelona City Council.

If there's one exciting topic from a social, political, 
anthropological and architectural point of view, it is 
public housing policies: what every society goes on 
inventing to take on the right to housing in general 
and, especially, for those who have few resources and 
stay outside the market. It also has more to do with the 
culture of residing; in short, it is one of the phenomena 
that can best define a country and a city. Let's not forget 
that “housing” in English is a verb, an action and an 
open and complex activity that looks towards the future. 

Spain stood out in Europe, along with Greece, Italy 
and Portugal, for its patchy housing policies, based 
on ownership, which acted as an economic and 
political incentive at times of economic slowdown, 
by prioritising the private sector's initiative and 
giving more importance to housing as a business and 
speculation than as a right. Barcelona has taken the 
initiative today and is bringing about both qualitative 
and quantitative changes in the sense of giving priority 
to housing as a fundamental right.

Taking on a problem of such dimensions, where the 
legacy of public housing is so scarce and State and 
regional investment to minimal has been anything but 
easy. How to face the damaging effects of a multiple 
crisis? Property in 2008, with evictions and endemic 
debts from defaulted mortgage payments; property 
today, resulting from “financialisation”, that is, from 
turning sales or rent into the main financial business, 

Epilogue332



causing an abusive rise in prices; and generally, with 
an increase in insecurity and vulnerability.

This book has been organised as a manual offering 
an educational and detailed explanation of the model 
that has been developed in Barcelona, taking on 
the magnitude of the problem. The response was a 
multiple model, a veritable range of measures and 
tools exploring every possibility for defending their 
social function, coordinated under the Right to Housing 
in Barcelona Plan(2016-2025). This is a cross-cutting 
model which placed Housing and Renovation, in the 
City Council’s structure, in the area of Social Rights, 
close to the Mayor's Office and in close collaboration 
with Ecology, Mobility and Urban Planning, along with 
rights such as education and health care, and in the 
specific areas dedicated to children, youth, people with 
functional diversity and the elderly. Housing may  
be essential for creating a city, but it is above all a 
crucial right.

How was this housing and renovation policy built up?: 
by learning from over a hundred years’ experiences in 
housing policy in Europe and America. Proposals from 
social democracy in Europe during the inter-war period 
pointed out numerous innovative paths and the various 
typologies of modern housing. In the US, following 
the stock-market crash of 1929 and the Second World 
War, a large range of diverse housing policies was 
implemented. Our present condition is quite different 
from that of the post-war and “developmentalism”: it is 
not appropriate to apply clear, massive and repetitive 
social housing policies to make big new units. Specific 
solutions are now being contemplated for each social 
groups and generation and for each neighbourhood 
and urban fabric. Today it is all about introducing small 
and medium-sized operations for newly-build housing, 
based on flexibility, delayering, gender equality and 
energy savings. 
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Seventy-two new housing developments have been 
launched in Barcelona between 2015 and 2019, and are 
now at various stages (finished and awarded, under 
construction, building work put out to tender, under 
planning, plan put out to tender, and under preliminary 
studies with land transformation and funding for the 
promotion). The public rental housing stock inherited 
from 90 years’ activity will have doubled within two 
municipal terms of office, from 2015 to 2023: it will have 
risen in number from under 7,000 dwellings to practically 
twice that, more than 13,000. By the same token, 
affordable housing will become available throughout the 
city thanks to measures such as the Amendment to the 
General Metropolitan Plan (MPGM), under which 30% 
of the new dwellings of a certain size under construction 
and renovation must be protected housing. 

When it comes to housing today the key is to explore 
new forms of occupancy, beyond renting and 
ownership, such as building leases and assigned-
for-use cooperatives. To consolidate this latest 
alternative, which we call “cohousing”, one of the 
biggest commitments has been made, by assigning 
public land and accompanying the cooperatives’ 
community-life and sustainable projects along the 
process. To make assigned-for-use cooperative housing 
feasible it was crucial for the MPGM to require the 
construction of underground car parks in public 
housing, in cooperatives and buildings with A energy-
saving classification. It was vital to tap in to the will of 
collective and ecological life, which renounces the use 
of private vehicles, through urban-planning regulations 
in accordance with today’s life styles, and to avoid such 
a high economic and environmental cost.
The emergency has also made it essential for us to 
try and learn new industrialised and manageable 
constructive systems, which enable innovations 
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for gaining time and quality, such as the APROP 
(Provisional Local Shelters), that have started being 
installed in the city’s working-class neighbourhoods, 
and to promote the invitations to tender for designs 
and construction already organised.

In addition, every justifiable occasion has been taken 
advantage of for buying flats and buildings, providing 
them with a social use as soon as possible. The goal is 
clear; it is not just about increasing the public housing 
stock but also taking apart speculative purchases and 
sales, protecting tenants threatened with expulsion, 
and putting an end to dwellings that are vacant and 
in poor condition, by promoting improvements and 
renovations. To that end €70 million have been allocated 
to purchasing dwellings and obtaining them through 
assigned: whether abandoned, by exercising pre-
emption rights; or by assigned use from banks; or the 
25 vertical properties distributed throughout the city; 
in all, 660 dwellings were recorded up to January 2019. 
All that together with the ones that have joined “The 
key is in your hands” plan, under which their individual 
owners were persuaded to hand them over to the Rental 
Housing Pool at affordable prices, compensated by very 
favourable conditions and financial aid.

In our context of city, much of which is saturated, 
it is crucial for us to renovate what has already 
been build, which will improve the quality of life in 
neighbourhoods and the health of our residents. More 
than €100 million have been invested over four years 
in promoting renovations at every level: financial aid 
for improving interiors and facilities; general calls 
for subsidy applications for installing lifts, improving 
accessibility, repairing structures, insulating and 
maintaining façades and roofs; renovating so-called 
“high-complexity estates”, for being the ones with most 
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in need of intervention and with owner communities 
with less capacity for organising and funding, and the 
urban regeneration of neighbourhoods, by densifying 
wherever possible. The essential change here was 
moving on from general calls for subsidy applications 
to a type of renovation where the municipal authority 
is proactive and acts over the neighbourhoods and 
buildings most in need. All that was promoted within 
the framework of the Neighbourhood Plan, which 
has boosted education, quality of public spaces, the 
associations movement and renovation.

And given the housing emergency, a result of the above-
mentioned mortgage crisis, from the adverse effects of 
“financialisation”, with increased rental prices, visible and 
invisible evictions, and low salaries, various measures 
have been taken: financial aid for rent payments has 
doubled; bodies have been created for defending 
people's rights, such as the Unit against Residential 
Exclusion (UCER), which has mediated, alongside the 
Loss of Housing and Employment Intervention (SIPHO), 
in disputes, assisting 6,500 families; we have boosted 
capacities and staff numbers in housing offices in 
every district, to advise citizens on their rights, and a 
new “housing discipline” has been started, based on 
the pending application of the “Right to Housing in 
Catalonia Act” of 2007, by preparing a vacant flats census, 
prosecuting property mobbing and discrimination, and 
fining improper uses of public and protected housing 
based on inspections and proceedings. 

This was all begun during this municipal term of 
office in Barcelona, which is recognised as the 
Spanish city doing the most to champion the right to 
housing. Structural changes have already been made, 
combining all the various municipal services dedicated 
to housing in the new Barcelona Municipal Institute 
of Housing and Renovation, the heir to the tradition 
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of the Municipal Housing Trust created in 1929; the 
number of staff working in housing as investments 
has tripled; and the juries for project competitions are 
also seeing educational institutions, professionals and 
local residents taking part in them too. The Barcelona 
Metropolitan Housing Observatory was recently created 
to provide essential data and pre-action diagnoses. And 
the Habitatge Metròpolis Barcelona, the metropolitan 
operator for affordable rental housing, was recently 
promoted, following the European and North American 
housing associations model, to incorporate greater 
awareness and sensitivity in the private sector and 
reach the metropolitan level, seeing that it is only there 
that solutions to the housing problem can be tackled 
in coordination. All these possible means have been 
deployed to shorten the distances before us in affordable 
housing in relation to the most advanced in Europe. 

We have been able to learn from countries such as 
Uruguay, with their housing cooperatives; from regional 
communities such as the Basque Country, with its 
continuity of public-housing policies, and from cities such 
as Vienna, where two thirds of dwellings are affordable. 
The foundations have already been laid and some results 
of the innovative process are beginning to be seen, 
but it will be three to four years before the change of 
paradigm we have launched can be confirmed. A radical 
change that is explained in this book for citizens and also 
so that any reader, anywhere, can interpret Barcelona's 
experience, incorporating and applying it in different 
ways in each context, as a further grain of sand in this 
exciting and crucial human fight for right to housing. 
And this is a change that has much to do with defending 
municipalism in the present-day world, with the certainty 
that cities today are the solution: metropolises of 
diversity for experiencing a type of planet on a small-
scale, where rights can be established and opportunities 
and quality of life redistributed.  
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Barcelona has faced a serious housing 

crisis in the last few years caused by the 

impact of the economic crisis. The team 

that took over the municipal government 

in 2015 decided to establish new action 

strategies to guarantee the right to 

housing, promote a sizeable public stock 

of affordable housing and ensure the 

urban quality of the city’s residential 

fabric. All the measures applied reveal a 

panorama of paradoxes that challenge 

the housing models currently in force.
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