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Introduction

Between 2012 and 2015 a Joint Urban Exchange 
was established between the city of Barcelona 
through its then mayor Dr Xavier Trias i Vidal, 
and the Government of the Hong Kong SAR un-
der a Memorandum of Understanding between 
the Hong Kong Institute of Urban Design, the 
Hong Kong Institute of Planners and the Hong 
Kong Green Building Council in collaboration 
with Barcelona Regional.

Barcelona and Hong Kong share common his-
tories as trading ports which have indirectly ex-
posed them to international influences and their 
emergence as global cities in the late twenti-
eth century.  Similarly, both cities have a sense 
of urban compactness with a built fabric that 
has proved to be highly adaptive to economic 
change.  This has facilitated an intense utilisa-
tion of available urban space, with a coexis-
tence of an urban fringe of mountains, country 
parks and easily accessible shorelines.  Bar-
celona is one of the densest cities in Europe, 
housing a population of 1.62 million in an area 
of approximately 98 square kilometres.  It is lo-
cated within a metropolitan area of 636 square 
kilometres with a population of 3.2 million – 
nearly half the entire population of Catalonia 
in just two per cent of its territory.  Perhaps this 
accounts for the popular reference in both cities 
to the outdoor spaces and streets as the ‘living 
rooms’ of the city, colonised by a range of pas-
sive uses and bringing some relief from small 
dwelling sizes.

At the time of writing, COVID-19 continues to 
wreak havoc with social and economic pat-
terns, and if cities are to get back on track it 
is an appropriate time to examine what sort of 
cities we want and to define priorities.  This Pa-
per examines what we might learn from the Bar-
celona approach to achieving the “Liveability” 
objective, including the common challenges 
we face in the city making process.  If we look 
at things strategically, then moving towards a 
liveable and sustainable future has to embrace 
a number of interrelated components that col-
lectively involve one overriding goal – urban 
betterment for the community as a whole.

Fashioning the approach 

The term City is derived from the root word for 
civilisation, meaning ‘bettering a citizen’, and 
in general cities are the result of people’s persis-
tent pursuit of a more liveable environment – a 
term that we use frequently but often with little 
to suggest what this means and implies in prac-
tice.  However any design model for a liveable 
city must focus on the long-term well-being of 
its citizens, policies must be well thought out, 
and they must be both clear and acceptable to 
stakeholders.  Urban performance in the 21st 
century no longer depends purely on physical 
capital but on social and knowledge capital, so 
the Liveable City, the Sustainable City and the 
Smart City are not mutually exclusive.  There 
is a need to equate smart living, smart mobility 
and smart environmental networks with smart 
governance, through an overall objective to 
achieve an improved quality of life.  The goal 
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of liveability means that we must look to the 
future and seriously address our response to the 
joint challenges of growing urbanisation, eco-
awareness, urban efficiency, equitability and 
resilience.

In Barcelona, as in many other cities, new ur-
ban design initiatives have historically coincid

ed with periods of great political and economic 
change.  In relatively modern times, beginning 
in the mid-19th century, Barcelona has experi-
enced two periods of ‘renaissance’.  The first of 
these was in 1859 with the competition for an 
‘Extension Plan’ - the Eixample - to relieve the 
massively overcrowded and dilapidated condi-
tions in the city.  This gave order and consis-
tency to the physical environment, and fash-
ioned a grand fin de siècle urban design.  In 
the late 1970s Barcelona emerged to what we 

Casa Fuster, a short walk from the ‘Block of Discord’ on 

Passeig de Gràcia was designed and constructed between 

1908 and 1910 as a gift from Mariano Fuster to his wife.  

At the time it was the most expensive house in the Eixam-

ple with a white marble cladding.  It is designed with a 

mix of restrained Classical and Modernist styles (source: 

Author).

Roof pavilion on the Casa Lleo i Morera, by Lluis 

Domènechi i Montaner 1902, which incorporates sculp-

tural reliefs inspired by nature (source: Author).
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might describe as a Second Renaissance.  The 
urban public space initiative was orchestrated 
by a new Office of Urban Projects as a means 
of forcefully regenerating the city based on up-
grading and renovation of the public realm.

Barcelona has a history of encouraging great ur-
ban thinkers into its programmes and projects, 
from Ildefons Cerdà, the magisterial figure be-
hind the Eixample Plan of 1860, to the start of 
many civic improvements in the late 1980s un-
der the overall management of the then mayor 
Pasqual Maragall.  Designers such Oriol Bohi-
gas, Director of Public Works, Joan Busquets, 
Coordinator of Planning Services, and Josep 
Acebillo, Director of Urban Projects, contrib-
uted greatly to contemporary urban design with 
their collective feet planted in university teach-
ing, private consultancies and public service.  
This has established the importance of cultural 
‘permanences’ which have strong local associa-
tions and therefore embody a tangible sense of 
city ‘memory’, together with fabric that can ac-
commodate acceptable degrees of change.

The city plain of Barcelona is delineated by 
the Llobregat and Besòs rivers, and the coastal 
mountain range of Collserola.  The plain it-
self has much to do with the historical forma-
tion and development of the city as an area of 
confluence which has governed growth and 
expansion.  Joan Busquets has made the point 
that at each stage of growth, the city planning 
framework of Barcelona has been reconstituted 
or adapted to meet the prevailing needs, and it 
is arguably only in the present era that the past 
has been consciously integrated into the pres-

ent, and memory has become a cogent part of 
the new urbanism.

Grand city building initiatives in Barcelona have 
historically reflected political and economic 
change, and a collective will to periodically re-
orchestrate the city.  The work that Cerdà car-
ried out on the Extension Plan in the mid-19th 
century was arguably some of the most compre-
hensive thinking on city design in the modern 
age, primarily because it was based on defining 
the separate powers of the administration and 
the individual in relation to urban construction.

What set Cerdà apart from many other urban 
theorists was the opportunity to apply a theory 
of city building that has survived through con-
stant adaptation, economic and industrial shifts, 
and evolving forms of city transport, primarily 
because of a holistic approach to urban com-
plexity and its capacity to adapt to change.  His 
concern was primarily with the essential values 
of society –public health, economic, moral, 
social, functional and political order.  This did 
not require the sweeping urban transformation 
of Hausmann’s Paris, although considerations 
of military and public order were as prevalent 
in Barcelona as elsewhere.  His main objective 
was an approach to urban design and workabil-
ity at every level, ensuring as far as possible that 
changing and unpredictable events were able 
to co-exist with a stable sense of order and syn-
ergy.  The word “urbanisation” was coined by 
him to deal with this concept and, in the words 
of Arturo Soria Y Puig “combines theoretical 
rigour with practical aspiration”.
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The streets were designed to achieve an inde-
pendence to the various types of movement – 
people on foot, draught animals and wheeled 
vehicles – something that is reflected in the 
modern city through independent special bus 
and bicycle lanes.  Arcades linked together 
streets or improvements sites such as the Pas-
sage Bacardi, which links the Ramblas with the 
Plaza Reial, built in 1856 that produced a pub-
lic benefit from private investment.

In the mid-19th century housing and living con-
ditions for the majority of Barcelona’s working 
class residents was abysmal, and urban exten-
sion as well as renewal was therefore necessary 
to increase rather than reduce the total number 
of dwellings – something that Hausmann’s radi-
cal plan for Paris had demonstrably failed to do.  
A fundamental aspect of the extension plan was 
related to resolving problems of housing and 
the social economy of the city as a whole.  This 
reform required both a legalistic framework and 
a sensitive but systematic process of regenera-
tion.  In retrospect an enormous legacy to the 
future city was in its sensitive attachment of the 
ancient city, the Ciutat Vella, to the new ‘ex-
tension’ allowing for a vibrant and challenging 
interface between old and new, each with their 
contrasting styles and morphogies.

The Eixample grid is deceptively simple but its 
wide boulevards have attracted a patterned va-
riety of buildings over the years with a range of 
interpretations that shape and define handsome 
street corridors that have proven to be remark-
ably adaptable.  Its overall character is some-
what homogeneous, although it evokes a sense 

of both urbanity and public purpose that sig-
nify a strong civic identity. The form and fabric 
of the Eixample has by no means inhibited the 
grand architectural gesture, but perhaps its most 
convincing quality is a capacity to adapt and 
change through a multitude of interventions 
that continue to test its resilience.  Designed 
in an age of carriage traffic, it has proved en-
tirely capable of absorbing the build-up of mo-
tor vehicles in the twenty-first century. The new 
emphasis, however, is directed toward sustain-
able means of movement systems, autonomous 
transport, and walkable communities.

From this somewhat pragmatic approach the 
city gained an urbanism of consistency tem-
pered by difference in its urban design interpre-
tation.  Barcelona is both a civilised and social 
city, reflecting a quote from Cerda’s notebook, 
that “civilisation and sociability attract man 
to his peers, produce reciprocal exchanges of 
ideas, feelings, pleasures and pure enjoyments, 
as well as all those things necessary for life and 
comfort”.  Open to constant adaptation, the 
plan has stood the test of time, with a predomi-
nantly low-rise topology but with a cohesive 
identity.  Its urban resilience provided for major 
technological and economic change in the late 
20th century as urban planning gradually be-
came more geared to land use control.  It has 
just as importantly provided the essential base-
line for new and strategic processes of planning 
action in the early 21st century.

Urbanie and Urbanus

Issue 4,November 2020

Dr. Peter Cookson Smith  

21



Challenging the Status Quo

Franco’s death in 1975 was initially received 
with a muted silence, where even the most 
committed advocates for urban improvement 
prudently bided their time in order to ascertain 
the mood of the city and what might await it.  
Franco’s long tenure has often been described 
as “the lost decades” because of its political and 
economic stagnation, engaging with self-suffi-
ciency while the rest of Europe forged ahead in 
the post-WWII years of rebuilding.  This was a 
time of political re-alignment and a re-calibra-
tion of expectations.

The modern era began with the 1976 Metro-
politan Plan for Barcelona which embraced the 
city and twenty-six municipalities around it.  
The plan was essentially revisionist in terms of 
ascertaining opportunities to reinforce the over-
all urban morphology while at the same identi-
fying potential action areas and sites for neces-
sary rehabilitation and urban design initiatives.  
It acted to reserve empty or obsolete sites to be 
used for an urban regeneration agenda.  This 
was an essential recognition that a city better-
ment approach to revitalisation can only be 
understood by an analysis and understanding 
of the often fragmented neighbourhood areas 
that can then be effectively welded together via 
connective networks of transit and public open 
spaces, in response to demographic change, 
contemporary culture, and the economic chal-
lenges of global competition.

It became clear that the most cost effective 
means of achieving genuine social and eco

nomic regeneration was through reinterpreting 
the identities of the city’s component districts.  
In this way they become a viable medium for 
reinforcing levels of participation, endowing 
neighbourhoods with meaning, and symbol-
ism.  This does not negate the value of iconic 
structures but successful urban design is not de-
pendent on them.  Genuine gain to the public 
realm must ensure that initiatives can work cre-
atively with the private development sector as 
well as the public.

In 1979, following the municipal elections, Nar-
cís Serra become the city’s first socialist mayor 

Palau de la Musica Catalana (source: Author)
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– a highly symbolic victory by the Socialist Par-
ty of Catalunya, which had only been formed 
the previous year.  The stated party policy was 
to generate a sense of social equality through 
“returning the city to its citizens”.  The govern-
ment used the ideology of a new urban design 
agenda as a means to popularise its political 
programme as a symbol of progress and faith in 
the city, rooted in its civic culture.  This was a 
heroic decision, which was to propel Barcelona 
into the spotlight from a city of crisis to one of 
international recognition for its programme of 
empirical and cost effective interventions.

This policy “from the city to the periphery” 
was carried through by Pasqual Maragall af-
ter becoming mayor in 1983.  Both Serra and 
Maragall possessed a strong understanding of 
the urban economy but were also cultured and 
cosmopolitan representatives of the city.  The 
third member of the progressive triumvirate was 
an influential urban thinker, Orial Bohigas, a 
practicing architect and dean of the faculty of 
architecture at Barcelona University.  Just as 
important, he was a committed contextualist 
who embraced both modernism but went out 
of his way to protect the city’s historic build-
ings and support its vernacular traditions.  He 
took on the challenging role of chief city plan-
ner imbued with a strong urban design vision in 
a new department appropriately called “Urban 
Projects Services”.

Almost 500 municipal plans were drafted or 
updated during the 1980s creating opportuni-
ties for process-oriented opportunities for ur-
ban remodelling.  A further important initiative 
from Bohigas was to avoid a bureaucratic ap-
proach to urban planning by gathering together 
a group of educators and professionals from 
private practice, public administration and an 
abundance of enthusiastic university students, 
with expertise from the likes of Manuel de Solà–
Morales, and Joan Busquets who took over the 
Adjutament’s Department of Urban Planning 
in 1983.  In its own way, this introduced new 
thinking to some old problems, and facilitated 
an enlightened approach unburdened by estab-
lished planning instruments.Casa Vicens in Gràcia designed by Antoni Gaudi in 1883 

in the Mudéjar style with glazed tile and brick which 

reinterpreted Islamic design (source: Author).
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Workshops were set up that brought together 
different urban disciplines, with analysis carried 
out at both the urban design and architectural 
level, according to categories of social space.  
Plans and projects therefore came together si-
multaneously, defining the form and content of 
city districts but allowing for the superimposi-
tion of subsequent initiatives as secondary ben-
efits or repercussions.  In practice this frequently 
implied some form of displacement or demoli-
tion in order to regenerate the wider permeable 
fabric that consists of streets, passages, ramblas, 
squares and street blocks, where public space 
forms a continuum, structuring the city and 
making it more coherent.  This involved initia-
tives at different scales: first urban rehabilitation 

at the scale of the small urban space from six to 
ten hectares; second a process of urban restruc-
turing to rebalance the distribution of uses; and 
third sectoral plans based on an interpretation 
of district needs.  The essential design task was 
to raise the standard of community life and live-
ability while the priority was to focus on proj-
ects that met immediate concerns rather than 
wider planning ones.

Over several years beginning in 1981 under the 
auspices of the Department of Urban Projects, 
the team supervised or carried out around one 
hundred projects from the centre to the pe-
riphery, through a selective process of ‘urban 
acupuncture’.  In addition a number of existing 

         La Rambla (source: Author)
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urban axes were reinforced and consolidated, 
which helped to better recalibrate the districts 
through sequences of public uses.

Between 1984 and 1986 Joan Busquets formu-
lated a Plan for the Zones of New Centrality, 
applied to the entire municipality with structure 
plans for different sectors.  This acted to coor-
dinate a range of projects developed around 
strategic planning objectives linked to the pro-
motion of economic growth, including regener-
ation of obsolete or underused areas, the reali-
sation of new stations at Sants and La Sagrera, 
the development of new business districts and 
the opening up of the waterfront.  This was a 
first step towards a new public-private ap-
proach whereby specific development agendas, 
enabled through the provision of government 
infrastructure and planning consent, became 
associated with extensive projects undertaken 
and financed by private investors.

Busquet’s plan provided almost exactly what 
the city required to accommodate the develop-
ment path for the 1992 Olympic Games that 
was awarded to Barcelona, not only in terms of 
sports-related uses but through a transformation 
of the city through key projects and new infra-
structure, taking the selected Olympic sites as a 
starting point behind which mobilisation could 
proceed to accord with a tangible and popu-
lar cause.  The introduction of small squares 
represented an opportunity to incorporate ele-
ments symbolic of local significance and iden-
tity.  In some cases such as Gracia these took 
on an interconnected form linking together an 
urban itinerary of district nodes associated with 

church, market, and square along linear axes 
helping to reinstate older spatial associations.

In regenerating the Ciutat Vella – the older part 
of the city dating back to Roman times, with its 
historic street pattern, political symbolism, and 
religious iconography, the central objectives 
have been to allow for a gradual mutation that 
has induced urban reforms through restoration 
of building fabric, reutilising older buildings for 
new uses. Its connective series of pedestrian 
routes, spaces, and plazas showcase its heritage 
buildings and historic associations rather than 
simple gentrification.  The Ciutat Vella was a 
key sectoral area because of its strategic loca-
tion and division into several distinct areas, and 

One of the ‘gateways’ in and out of Plaça Reial 

(source: Author)
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where housing conditions were in a state of de-
terioration.  The overall approach was to mod-
ernise prominent historical buildings for com-
mercial and institutional uses, coupled with a 
heroic revitalisation by means of demolition to 
create identifiable gathering spaces.

The restoration of democratic government of-
fered a means to move the city forward.  With 
a metropolitan area population of around three 
million people in the late 1980s, half of whom 
lived in the city, Maragall initiated a policy of

redistribution of services throughout the various 
districts and municipalities.  This was a rela-
tively simple and remarkably effective strategy 
– moreover the wide distribution of resources 
generated an immense amount of urban de-
sign work.  The first problem however was to 
ascertain and reconcile the amount of funding 
allocated to the city of Barcelona itself which 
represented only one of forty-one counties, all 
clamouring for investment.

The Cathedral of the Holy Cross Sant Eulalia occupies 

the site of a Roman temple, and was built over a period 

of 150 years from 1298.  Its main façade was completed 

in 1913, with its highly decorated treatment contrasting 

with the older medieval structure (source: Author).

The inner courtyard of the old Hospital de la Santa Creu 

which dates to 1401 houses a café in one of its clois-

ters amidst groves of orange trees, and now houses the 

Biblioteca de Catalunya and he Institut d’Estudis Catalans 

(source: Author).
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The planning foresight that preconfigured the  
Olympic Games raised Barcelona’s internation-
al profile considerably.  The Olympics did not 
therefore represent merely a unified approach 
focussed on the city, but rather a suddenly en-
lightened and celebratory situation aimed at 
glorifying the future and the opportunities as-
sociated with it.  In this sense the regeneration 
that took place underscored its civic nature, 
endowing it with cultural facilities, improved 
infrastructure and environmental betterment of 
the public realm.  Barcelona’s ambitious urban 
renewal and regeneration programme became 
the means to metaphorically cleanse the city of 
its recent tragic past in response to Spain’s im-
pending entry into the European Union.

Orchestrating the Liveable City 

The final question raised by Edward Glaeser 
in his book Triumph of the City was “why do 
so many smart people enact so many foolish 
urban policies”.  Cities are, in general, perma-
nent entities, but they never stand still and are 
perennially contested.  Architects and planners 
frequently raise questions as to the fragmentary 
quality of contemporary urban design, the oc-
casionally questionable nature of public-private 
partnerships, and the sometimes overly cos-
metic emphasis on renewal and rehabilitation. 
Those of a social disposition are concerned 
with the economic impact of gentrification and 
the accompanying repercussions on local peo-
ple within inner urban neighbourhoods.  Others 
charge that by readily acceding to the competi-
tive forces of globalization, mass tourism and 

the necessity of accommodating new forms of 
commerce and industry, these are combining 
to compromise the city’s essential identity and 
heritage, mortgaging its assets in response to the 
lure of international investment.

To achieve liveability we must ultimately di-
rect the new urbanism toward satisfying multi-
facetted goals that must now embrace the re-
quirements of a sustainable and carbon neutral 
future.  The city’s predominant style has a de-
velopment history of street and place making 
that has proved eminently adaptable to the con-
temporary context, helping to carve out distin-
guished spaces from older enclaves, so that ur-
ban initiatives have largely been both invasive 
and purposeful.  This has produced a unified 
identity that contributes to many intangible val-
ues, culturally associated with specific locali-
ties and microclimates.

The post-modern “Barcelona model” has 
emerged in the 21st century, blinking into the 
daylight of a new and expanding global econo-
my. It is on the cusp of becoming a new kind of 
city—metropolitan, compact, connected, and 
smart. This continues to metaphorically sweep 
away outdated complexes, replacing them with 
a high echelon of professional service industry 
with far flung avenues of distribution, but it is 
also a city where old and new interact in the 
most positive way. This implies an urban nar-
rative that, at one and the same time, must bal-
ance the urban design preoccupations of the 
city and the integrative capacity of the Metrop-
olis with regional and even wider connections.  
It underscores the fact that Barcelona shapes a 
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new metropolitan consciousness, and success-
fully projects the city internationally through its 
civil society.

Barcelona’s “Urban Habitat” has extended and 
particularized the allocation of public invest-
ment, focusing on providing services, networks, 
and connections at both a city and neighbour-
hood scale. This incorporates housing, plan-
ning, energy, infrastructure, environment, and 
urban services under one umbrella organization 
to combat the formation of policy silos. Little by 
little, including some quite major undertakings, 
the city is becoming transformed through col-
lective intelligence and vision as an intercon-
nected network of ecosystems.  The more 

participants the richer the results, and the more 
complex the project the more time and orga-
nization is spent on the process. In order to 
geneate new life into unused sites, non-profit 
organizations are encouraged to participate in 
active management and maintenance, taking 
up the challenge of making the city more pro-
ductive and geared to meeting wide community 
aspirations.  The activation of shared responsi-
bilities from the very beginning of project devel-
opment, for example, is subject to competitions 
and land is then leased to the most worthwhile 
submissions.  A programme of micro develop-
ments is being implemented as low-budget in-
terventions in the city aimed at social and eco-
nomic revitalization and renaturalisation. At a 

Barcelona’s ‘Superblock’ (source: Author)
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wider level, the City Urban Planning Depart-
ment has initiated a number of complex proj-
ects, in particular the incorporation of green-
ing, pavement widening, and cycle tracks along 
primary road corridors so that these act as city 
connectors in the broadest sense.  In this way 
the street system recovers its role as a place of 
encounter and exchange, which is a fundamen-
tal goal of city betterment.

Barcelona’s “Superblock” program is a deter-
mined means to transform the city’s collective 
public space, introducing new measures to in-
crease sustainability and diversity while maxi-
mizing its capacity to reduce the environmental 
footprint. Superblocks represent urban entities 
that are larger than a typical Cerda block in 
the Eixample, but smaller than an urban neigh-
bourhood. They are made up of a grid of roads 
that define urban areas of around 400 by 400 
meters, with both interior and exterior com-
ponents.  The programme is based on a divi-
sion between a network of primary roads that 
define the perimeter and serve as circulation 
devices for private vehicles, and surface trans-
port with direct access to parking areas. This 
allows for the pedestrianisation of local roads 
inside the perimeter of blocks to form passive 
spaces, small squares, and meeting places that 
promote “homeostasis.” This is intended to 
create a stable and self-regulatory balance be-
tween independent elements as a basis for the 
implementation of solutions to reduce energy 
consumption through Smart City management. 
The orthogonal network increases the efficien-
cy of public transport, and reduces the friction 
between bus transportation, private vehicles, 

bicycles, and pedestrians.  The programme  in-
volves an ambitious transformation of the city 
toward diverse urban “villages” within wider 
neighbourhoods, in a similar way to the already 
established squares integrated within parts of 
the older fabric such as Gràcia.

An important aspect of this is to promote a re-
silience model that reduces the city’s vulnera-
bilities and ensures the resident’s quality of life 
while maintaining essential functions.  This in-
volves constructing the tools and organizational 
structures required by an increasingly complex 
urban situation. Green corridors are gradually 
being incorporated as part of the renaturaliza-
tion of the city where pedestrians and cyclists 
are given priority, and therefore play a strategic 
role in building a healthy urban environment 
and a liveable city.

The Green Infrastructure and Biodiversity Plan 
is part of a city building agenda for 2050 where 
nature and urbanity converge and enhance 
each other as part of a “green” network of 
spaces and connectivity that serves both envi-
ronmental and social functions. Biodiversity is 
incorporated into the urban framework in the 
same way as buildings and streets. Each type of 
area embodies features that can be enhanced 
in terms of habitat, biological, environmental, 
and cultural quality when managed appropri-
ately according to function and the nature of 
spaces. These are fostered as places for citizen’s 
engagement as part of the liveability agenda.
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Concluding Remarks

As cities are now the leading forces in the glob-
al economy, their physical space is being in-
creasingly reconfigured to attract investment, 
visitation, and consumption, with advanced 
features that relate to economic and informa-
tion networks. In the rapidly regenerating cities 
of Asia we now experience the result of urban 
restructuring through a cultural recoding of 
public places to reflect rationalised and plan-
ning ideologies that continue to transform their 
physical texture and socio-economic frame-
work.  In the 21st century city the urban em-
phasis tends to be on consumption in its various 
forms, increasingly shaped by the accommoda-
tion of commercial interests but unfortunately 
also in many situations by a reduction in social 
diversity through an artificial circumscribing of 
spatial boundaries and lack of connectivity..

A central question with regard to the liveable 
city, is the extent to which environments that 
are enhanced through isolated urban design ini-
tiatives actually assist with deep-rooted urban 
problems. Issues of social or economic depriva-
tion are rarely resolved through design alone, 
and contemporary architectural aesthetics, par-
ticularly when applied at a large scale, tend to 
be overwhelmingly uniform in terms of materi-
als and texture.  This tends to bring about great-
er levels of sameness where the private realm 
increasingly overwhelms the public one.

In Barcelona regenerative interventions, includ-
ing the creation of urban spaces and large-scale 
pedestrianisation initiatives, have produced 
places of immense contrast and multiplicity of 
interactions at the heart of the city in close prox-

                           Port Authority Building on Port Vell built in 1907 as a maritime station (source: Author)
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ximity to the creatively energised waterfront. 
The means to overcome difficulties associated 
with implementation has required pro-active 
urban management and strategic measures in 
order to sustain the old city’s underlying char-
acter. However interpenetrating networks have 
nevertheless to accept the constant forces of 
physical and economic change.  As continued 
generation of the city has been extended to its 
urban fringe and peripheral districts, the plan-
ning emphasis is now focused on its changing 
identity in an age of multiculturalism, with the 
right to housing uppermost in the face of the 
city’s determined competitiveness in the global 
economy and its new strata of interventions.  
Management plans now seek to set certain re-
strictive conditions in order regulate the num-
ber and kind of uses in order to achieve an ac-
ceptable and workable co-existence between 
residents and visitors.

Quite comprehensive urban restructuring has 
impacts on both social and sensory values, but 
much of the change in character is intangible, 
precisely because we cannot easily decipher 
the subtle process that occurs through new and 
changing levels of use.

So what can we learn from this in terms of 
achieving liveability?  This needs serious con-
siderations, as every city has different condi-
tions, situations and priorities.  However draw-
ing on the experience of Barcelona we might 
put forward the following as a starting point.

We need to:

1.	  pro-actively tap into the wide experience 

and expertise of practicing professionals, 
urban thinkers and public administrators to 
introduce new approaches to old problems.  
This should allow us to set out, in a holistic 
way, liveability goals and the strategic crite-
ria necessary to achieve them;

2.	 establish a unified basis for working with 
the community through workshops and 
other means, in order to establish priorities 
and interrelationships between strategic ini-
tiatives, in order to satisfy immediate con-
cerns;

3.	 formulate structure plans in line with policy 
and urban management initiatives linked to 
economic and social objectives, to be ap-
plied at a district level taking into account 
their different characteristics, and devel-
oped around strategic planning and regen-
erations initiatives;

4.	 instigate public–private approaches with 
specific development adjendas for areas at 
different scales related to infrastructure pro-
vision and environmental betterment;

5.	 provide key projects of urban distinction 
and local significance as exemplars to raise 
community enthusiasm and expectations; 
and

6.	 establish effective leadership, if not through 
a mayor then a city commissioner with a 
strong and cosmopolitan understanding of 
urban issues, who can decisively reconcile 
competing factions and bureaucratic policy 
silos.
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The final stage of the Hong Kong-Barcelo-
na Urban Exchange was the production of a 
Compendium,drawing on creative thinking 
and best practice that has relevance to the lo-
cal situations in each city.This aims to foster an 
awareness of liveability aspects appropriate to 
each city,as well as representing a firm commit-
ment to urban design criteria.It draws on many 
established urban design references,ideas and 
solutions aimed at professionals,government 
bodies and other stakeholders.It is intended that 
this should not be an end in itself,but form part 
of a continuing process,where both public and 
private interests are mutually reinforcing.

Biography

Dr Peter Cookson Smith is an architect and 
urban planner.  He founded the Urbis Consul-
tancy in Hong Kong in 1977 and is a Past Presi-
dent of the HKIUD.  Between 2012 and 2015 he 
directed the Joint Urban Exchange between the 
city of Barcelona and the Hong Kong Special 
Administrative Region through participation by 
the Hong Kong Institute of Urban Design, the 
Hong Kong Institute of Planners and the Hong 
Kong Green Building Council.

He maintains an ongoing involvement with Bar-
celona, through the Institute for Advanced Ar-
chitecture of Catalonia (IAAC).  He is the author 
of six books on urban design, and his book on 
Barcelona, An Enterprising Path to Barrio Chi-
no, was published by ORO Editions in 2019.

Urbanie and Urbanus
  

Issue 4,November 2020 32


