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cessary to take into account the historical con-
text of L’Escala and the intimate relationship it has 
always had with the port and the sea.
L’Escala was born as a fishing district (Fig.2) that 
began to expand thanks to the impulse of maritime 
trade. In the eighteenth century, there was a large 
population increase thanks to the jobs that were 
generated around the port, such as fishing, ship-
yards, and the salting of sardines and anchovies. 
At the beginning of the 20th century, all economic, 
political and cultural activities were interrupted by 
the Civil War, the city being bombed by fascist 
aviation, leaving a large number of dead among 
the civilian population. With this background sce-
nario, in the 70s, a new opportunity appears that 
gives a turn to the economy of the area, tourism.

The tourism, makes the local trade disappears li-
ttle by little and that the works centered on the 
commerce and the construction of second ho-
mes.
This socioeconomic change is reflected in the ur-
ban structure of the city, so we want to emphasize 
mainly three actions that helps to understand its 

The renovation of the waterfront arises from the 
idea of being an articulating point between the 
natural attributes that the town of L’Escala has: 
its unique geography, the Norfeu Cape, the Bay 
of Roses, the mountains in the background with 
the presence of Canigó, the town of San Martí d’ 
Empúries, the beaches, the ruins of the ancient 
Emporium city and the nearby view of the sea-
front, the beach with the Cargol rock, the Port 
d’en Perris and the seafront. All this constitutes 
one of the most beautiful natural amphitheaters in 
the world. The project (Fig.1) seeks to restore the 
ancient tradition and culture of a maritime town 
with great personality and character. The project 
reaches, highlights and enhances all these geo-
graphical, natural and historical attributes working 
by absence, eliminating all those elements that 
distort the quality of the site.
With these words, Carlos Ferrater describes his 
own project as a resident who knows the area, 
but also with the view of a tourist and an architect, 
his vision of the project refers strictly to the coast, 
where through unification and accessibility he tries 
to return this public space to its inhabitants.
A delicate project, that understands the essence 
and qualities of its environment, that works with 
elegance of the materials and details, however, 
what happens with the rest of the city? Who and to 
what development model does it really respond?

 

To understand the current interventions, it is ne-

COME, LOOK AT THIS!
PACIFICATION OF L’ESCALA WATERFRONT

HOW DID THIS CAME ABOUT?
FROM FISHING VILLAGE TO SUMMER RE-
SORT

Guerra
Civil

Figure 1. Waterfront renovation of La Punta, L’Escala.
Architect Carlos Ferrater.

Figure 2. Change of uses over time.
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front, a public tender was not made, and the ar-
chitect was asked directly, having as a model of 
preconceived tourist development that of the city 
of Portofino. This makes question the influence that 
this paradigm may have had on the development 
of the project and the impact on the environment, 
and to think about some of the foundations of the 
architect and the principal.
Is it really a main square?
What kind of mediator is the architect?
Who is the real beneficiary with all this?

Today the project is a large empty platform with a 
first line of restaurants as a background. It works 
seasonally, summer is occupied and economic ac-
tivity increases, but the rest of the year is uninha-
bited because of several factors such as the north 
wind, the lack of trades and local activities, and its 
location in relation to housing and services. At the 
same time, the removal of the car circulation and 
parking on the coast (Fig.4), does not allow people 
to arrive by car and park in front of their houses, 
degrading the urban interior voids, generating utili-
tarian and mono functional spaces.

new configuration; the transformation of the port, 
the urban emptiness, and the pacification of the 
maritime front (La Punta)
The massive arrival of people in the 3 months of 
summer generated the need to make changes in 
the port to receive these large masses and luxury 
yachts, displacing and increasing the infrastruc-
ture of the port, generating a disconnection with 
citizens, a big visual impact , and putting in crisis 
the historical vocation of the place.
Following this tourism development, in old squa-
res or through a process of subtraction, spaces 
were liberated within the historic center of L’Es-
cala. Which could respond to a new need, a lar-
ge number of parking lots for the tourist season 
(Fig.3), disabling spaces intimately related to the 
local population, protected from the wind, and 
becoming monofunctional spaces and abando-
ned the rest of the year.

The pacification of the waterfront in the area of 
“La Punta” is the last project made, and unders-
tands the place as a strategic point for territorial 
connection. The architect in charge of the project, 
Carlos Ferrater, works with the absence, with the 
removal of elements such as parking, walls, and 
roads in the first line of coast, to give unity, acces-
sibility, and new trade that enhances economic 
and commercial activity of the place. He tries to 
be a mediator, and return the seafront to the citi-
zenship, considering it a place with a lot of history 
and importance for the offices and the public spa-
ce, aspiring to create a real major square.
The municipal administration has been the entity 
in charge of managing the metamorphosis of the 
city. In the case of the pacification of the water-

WHAT IS IT NOW?
A SET OF UTILITARIAN SPACES AT THE SER-
VICE OF A GREAT EMPTY PLATFORM

Figure 3. New accesses to the waterfront.

Figure 4. Comparison between 2002-2017: The change of mobility 
system and the new parking lots.
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L’Escala adopted the same model that has been 
spreading throughout the Costa Brava, which gi-
ves priority to the first coastline, but that works 
thanks to the back zone, in an insensitive way, 
which does not understand its value and identity. 
This process generates socio-economic, urban, 
and cultural impacts.
Within the urban impacts, there is an urban deve-
lopment outside the integral planning of the city, 
with the loss of cultural heritage and traditional 
trade, with an accelerated change from residential 
to hotel and tourist trade, and with a landscaping 
impact to through the change of scale, and the 
intervention of the scenic background.
At the same time, it produces socio-cultural im-
pacts, such as the rising cost of living for resi-
dents, the imbalance between the number of resi-
dents and visitors, the decrease in public facilities 
in the neighborhood due to the loss of population, 
and a break in the identity and social fabric of the 
neighborhoods.
How can an urban regeneration be achieved that 
responds to a more complex and respectful rea-
ding of the place?

“La Punta is the true Plaza Mayor”, architect Car-
los Ferrater defines the space as an object of in-
tervention during an interview in August 2013. A 
hyperbolic phrase designed to justify the restyling 
of the bay of the historic center of L’Escala. 
The reconversion of the public space, understood 
almost as a theatrical cavea open to the prosce-
nium of the sea and appeals to the structuring 
elements of the territory, which unfold from the 
platform on the sea that once was the place of the 
fishermen. However, it is not so sensitive to the 
historical city itself, in terms of the morphological 
aspects and the identity of the place. 
In addition to the architectural intervention, who-
se high formal value is recognized, the phrase, 
which seems to be a clear oversize of the reality, 
also seeks to justify the development model, pu-
rely tourism, to which the project responds. Im-
plemented at a time when a critical review of the 
transformation and management model of cities 
seems more necessary than ever. 
A model that tends to seasonality and a mo-

no-functional use of space, unable to generate 
resources, new uses and new opportunities in a 
more distributed way, from a spatial, temporal and 
social point of view. A model incapable of revita-
lizing places in a more complex, lasting and sus-
tainable way, and that instead promotes a simplis-
tic use, which, from this perspective, we dare to 
define as a consumer good, unable to recognize 
the value of a place, its essence and its potential 
beyond the first line of the coast. 
In this sense, the criticism is directed to those 
spaces that represent the moment of encounter, 
exchange and representation of the community, 
that is, the squares of the same historic center, 
which are within walking distance of its coastline. 
These places, historical symbol of the communi-
ty identity of an urban context, have an exclusive 
utilitarian use today, that is, parking lots, which 
occupies and fills the open space permanently, 
throughout the year, losing the real meaning of 
that urban void (Fig.5). 

It is clear, therefore, within the perspective and the 
current management model, these distorted and 
impoverished places in use and sense, represent 
the other side of the revitalization of the coastal 
façade. In this sense, it seems representative to 
point out the displacement of the weekly market 
of the most protected places and places in the 
interior of the city to the promenade, to the sou-
theast of La Punta, in a position of hinge between 
the historic city and the modern expansion that 
witnesses the new port of L’Escala. 
Citizen life is concentrated in modern expansion 
and seems to be totally indifferent to the presen-
ce of its historic center, despite the fact that this 
area contains a large part of the most important 
public facilities, such as the town hall, the library, 

SO WHAT SHOULD WE THINK OF IT?
JUST AN ELEGANT COASTAL FAÇADE TO 
PROPEL A CITY?

Figure 5. Relationship between the inner urban voids and the coast-
line through their transverse axis.
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the churches , and that now seem to be destined 
solely to the leisure of the summer residences and 
activities such as walking or spending time in tou-
rist restaurants facing the sea.
From this reflection, oriented to the relations that 
are established between the sea and the city, the-
re is an intervention carried out ex situ, entitled 
“Plaza Mayor or several local plazas”. With the 
objective of demonstrating the regenerative po-
tential of the “voids” within the historical urban fa-
bric, the volumetric of the three squares object of 
analysis are broken down, to reveal and value the 
opportunity spaces, understanding as spaces of 
opportunity the emptiness and its edges . 

For the edges, a white material was used, offering 
them as palimpsests to the city, waiting for a rewri-
ting of uses and activities, and for the gaps, we 
sought through the modeling of the models and 
their volume, to highlight this space that is still to 
inhabit (Fig.6-7).
“Thus, we benefit from the existence of things, but 
it is non-existence (the void) that is truly useful to 
us. The emptiness, not being is what allows us to 
be; the vacuum is the space in which we insert” 
Lao Tse.

It is expected, therefore, the application of a new 
methodology for the transformation of coastal spa-
ces, which refers to a renewed paradigm, refor-
mulated from a critical diagnosis of the transfor-
mations already implemented, before and after the 
global economic crisis of recent years, which aims 
to be a real milestone in the field of reflection on 
the role and objectives of urban and architectural 
disciplines.
An urban regeneration that reinterprets the rela-
tionships between the different instances of the 
city, which seeks to understand and respond to 
the needs of society through a holistic vision, which 
includes the formal, temporal, social, economic 
and ecological aspects within a more complex 
system. Able to recognize the identity of the place 

AND WHAT IS THE LARGER PERSPECTIVE?
AN INTEGRATED VISION FOR FUTURE MA-
NAGEMENT

Figure 6. Drawings for the models. Decomposition of urban voids

Figure 7. Fotographs of the models.
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and strengthen it, managing to build a renewed 
and conscious community that can act as a direct 
agent of a transformation. 
Multidisciplinary, active participation, multifunctio-
nality, multi-scale, sustainability and resilience are 
the key concepts of this vision for the definition 
of a public space and a coastline with “different” 
places, ready to receive new uses, activities and 
actors so that these places have the Ability to live 
beyond a small coastal segment, stimulating a 
deeper, sustainable and distributed growth and 
development.
The base of this radical change and the way of 
understanding the transformation of the coastline 
is, therefore, the recovery of the historical memory 
of the relationship between the sea and the city, 
which also transmits new contents to society. The 
ingredients of this regeneration could be:
The generation of productive spaces, especia-
lly linked to the maritime character of the place, 
through the recovery and promotion of typical 
activities, such as those related to fishing and 
processing of seafood, and the launching of new 
activities, with the aim of decentralize resources, 
promoting socio-economic innovation.
The improvement not only of the longitudinal per-
meability, in the first line, as the seafront, but of the 
transversal permeability, fundamental to connect 
more the inner spaces of the city with its coastal 
façade. From the recognition of the existing mor-
phological relationships, that however, it seems to 
be totally or almost totally ignored in the waterfront 
transformations of coastal cities in recent deca-
des.
The renovation of the transverse connection axes 
between the large coastal open space and the 
open spaces within the historical fabric, with the 
improvement of pedestrian mobility, can be cen-
tral in revitalizing the fabric of the historic center, 
attracting activities; especially in the main axes 
recognized as Carrer Torre and Carrer de Santa 
Maxima.
Carrer Torre, transversal axis to the coast, con-
nects La Punta and one of the large urban gaps of 
the historic center, whose surface is permanently 
used as parking.
Santa Màxima Street opens a succession of open 
spaces, penetrating the fabric of the old town from 
the round, Ave Maria Street, to the coast. Among 
the intercepted spaces, Plaza Nova, the largest of 
the open spaces, is used throughout its length as 

a parking space, a residual space adjacent to the 
church, previously green, which now also beco-
mes a parking lot. Near the main church, the road 
crosses the Plaza de la Iglesia halfway in a sma-
ll detour, which allows the church and the town 
hall across the street to maintain two symmetrical 
pedestrian open spaces at the entrance. Then, it 
intercepts Plaza III Centenari, until it reaches the 
terrace of the beach in the project’s bay.
In the E-O direction, there are two other axes, Ca-
rrer de L’Eglesia and Carrer del Mar, which inter-
cept the empty spaces and the aforementioned 
axes. In particular, Calle del Mar runs through all 
the historical fabric to the western end, bordering 
the Plaza Víctor Català, on which the Public Li-
brary is located.
The recognition and appreciation of the ecologi-
cal relationship of the sea with the most complex 
ecological structure, green and blue, typical of the 
territory. Finally, in reference to the coast, the city 
and the territory as a complex socio-ecological 
system.
In addition, it must be taken into account the great 
potential of the various unused spaces of the his-
toric center, connected to the coast by transver-
sal axes, as places of opportunity. These spaces 
could become true urban laboratories, for the ex-
perimentation of new uses, even ephemeral ones, 
capable of giving a new meaning to these places.
More generally, different fundamental elements 
can be the integrated management of tourism and 
activities, with special attention to the relationship 
between the tourist and the local; the creation of 
thematic itineraries on the coast and in the city, as 
revealers of identity and history of the place.
The creation of historical-cultural awareness about 
the transformations of the city and its impact on 
the environment, in order to continue spreading 
a greater sensitivity and environmental culture; in 
short, the recovery of the natural habitats of the 
coast. Together, with the development of new 
strategies to face new challenges.


