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Barcelona is not just the Sagrada Familia, the Barcelo-
neta and Park Guell.
There is another side of Barcelona, that is not made by 
the tourists on vacation, neither by Barcelona’s people, 
but by some communities that are much more troubled 
and problematic, who suffer from the absence of spa-
ces for identity and lack of connection: we are talking 
about the numerous foreign people coming from other 
continents looking for a better life and the miserable 
part of society, made by gypsies and unemployed, who 
often remain entangled in the drug trade and crime.  
These hard realities live together in the North-East su-
burbs of Barcelona at the border with the city of San 
Adrián de Besós; within isolated residential blocks and 
not far from the highways of the city there are small 
scattered squares which should be the gathering pla-
ces for these communities so different from each other.
One of these is Plaza Palerm, project of Arriola&Fiol, a 
very demonstrated urban design firm in Barcelona.

The table shows the most dominant foreign communities in Besòs i 
Maresme. January 2017 (http://www.bcn.cat/estadistica)

COME LOOK AT THIS: 
THE FLIP SIDE OF BARCELONA 

HOW DID THIS COME ABOUT: 
FORGOTTEN STORIES OF SUBURB

el Besòs i el Maresme Número % 

TOTAL POBLACIÓN 22.893  100

Española  16.908  73,9 

Extranjera  5.985  26,1

POBLACIÓN EXTRANJERA  5.985  100,0 

Ranking nacionalidades  

Población extranjera  5.985  100

Pakistán  1.992  33,3 

Marruecos  452  7,6

China  368  6,1

Rusia  283  4,7 

Rumanía  217  3,6

Senegal  216  3,6 

Ucrania  198  3,3

Plaza Palerm is stuck in the residential blocks located 
between the Rambla del Prim and the Ronda de Sant 
Ramon de Penyafort in the neighbourhood Besòs-Ma-
resme, beside the river Besòs.
If we take a look at the Pla de Reforma made by Ilde-
fons Cerdà in 1859, we notice that he had conceived 
a huge park of 190 ha, the lung of the industrial Bar-
celona in 19th century. Actually this was never realized: 
in the ortophoto of the ’50s we can see that the area 
was still rural, irrigated from the ditches Madriguera and 
Verneda, rests of an old arm of the river Besòs.  

Pla de Reforma of the urbanist Ildefons Cerdà (1859).

Later in the ‘60s, after a big canalisation work, made 
necessary due to the catastrophic flood of 1962, ur-
banization started. This one had to respond in a short 
time to the rainfall of immigrants employed in the near 
industries located at the mounth of the river and from 
the very beginning it was characterised with the lack of 
equipment and services: the new suburbs, Besòs born 
in the ‘60s and La Mina in the ‘70s, were composed of 
low-cost buildings with no architectural quality. 
We’ll have to wait for the 1980s to see the Park of 
Besòs that Cerdà had designed one century before. 
Definitely it was much smaller but it will be the very first 
leisure space for the citizens.  And moreover it was 
accompanied by allocation policies of social, cultural, 

Ortophoto 1956 (i.c.g.c.)

The ubication of Plaza Palerm in the neighbourhood Besòs-Maresme 
(picture made by the authors).
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sports and health facilities. 
Thereafter, on the occasion of the Olympic Games in 
1992, a plan to improve mobility and accessibility took 
place, in order to decongest the urban road network: 
the Ronda litoral was built and it represented a new 
physical barrier for the industrial suburbs.

From the ‘90s, the environmental landscape and so-
cial recovery of the last 9 kms of the riverbed of Besòs 
started, giving birth to the River Park (Parque fluvial del 
Besòs). As a consequence this section of the river sto-
pped being a phisical and social barrier, and became 
an ecological corridor and connector between the ci-
ties it passed through. This intervention is very signifi-
cant because it meant the improvement of the environ-
mental quality so that the citizens could finally enjoy the 
riverbed space.
The celebration of the Fórum de las Culturas in 2004 
was the peak of these recovery interventions.  All the 
coastline located to the west of the mouth was a very 
run-down area, with an old wastewater treatment 
plant; a sportive port was implanted and new public 
space gave a new face to the suburb.
Thanks to the big impulse the municipality has given 
to the recovery, it seems that Besòs-Maresme and the 
close neighborhoods have lost the image of industrial 
suburb they always had and have the chance to deve-
lop their own urban identity.

Ortophoto 1986-1987 (i.c.g.c.)

Ortophoto 2017 (i.c.g.c.)

3 – WHAT IS IT NOW:
WEARING THE PROJECT, IT FITS WELL?

The little squares represent the main structure of the 
public space in the Besòs-Maresme neighborhood, in 
the middle of the residential area, where the city is loo-
sing the constructive density of his blocks (manzanas) 
and the space is more liquid, more fragmented, until it 
gets on the bank of the Besòs river with his homony-
mous park.  It is possible to recognize the rural vocation 
of the area from some of those empty spaces that have 
not yet received an operation of urban development, 
as in the case of Plaza Palerm that before Arriola&Fiol’s 
project (2017), was an abandoned lot. Going through 
the neighborhood, walking on the squares, you can 
feel that those spaces represent a place of transition 
but also sites in which the neighbors stay and spend 
their time during the day. The quality of this time has 
different meanings according to the specific features of 
the buildings that make up the edges of the squares. 
The Arriola&Fiol’s project for the Palerm square has the 
intention to convert the place in a symbolic space men-
tioning the fact that the area is between the mountain 
and the sea, working with a cartesian layout that goes 
along with the curves of level integrating the vegetation.

Sketches of the architects (https://landscape.coac.net/placa-palerm)
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The pavement in concrete, with the exception of the 
playground area that has a more soft materials, draws 
wavy lines which represent the movement of the wa-
ves on the beach and the conformation of the sand, 
furthermore the use of different colors reminds us the 
geological matrix strata. The green areas are demarca-
ted by borders made of corten steel, that set definitely 
the discontinuity between the usable space and the 
space devoted to the vegetation.

Plaza Palerm. Plan (https://landscape.coac.net/placa-palerm)

The photo shows the very defined limits of the shrubberies.

What about the identity? And what about the limits? 
What about the citizen involvement? All around the 
square we have public housing and a school: did 
the designers take into account those conditions ? It 
stands out that the project of the square didn’t have a 
sensitive dialogue with all the elements that involve the 
place. Starting from the relation between the public and 
the private space it’s clear that those limits did not find 
a real solution, the public goes inside the private and 
viceversa.

The photo shows the lack of relation between public and private spa-
ce.

With respect to  the presence of the school Arenal, the 
project doesn’t involve the space of the square in its 
activities, the reason is - sayed the School director - 
that often the square is in degraded mode and dirty. 
What is the reason behind the negligence of the nei-
ghbor about this space? It’s possible that they don’t 
accept this place? And why? The neighborhood under 
discussion is characterized by a strong multi-ethnicity, 
here live many people that coming from other coun-
tries and this condition represents an urban “fact”. The 
strength of the suburbs lies in the initiatives that start 
from their inhabitants, from the associations that work 
to integrate all the various realities by proposing civic 
activities that can bring to life the public space, but this 
hasn’t happened yet in Plaza Palerm. It seems that the 
design of the project fits in the place with no concor-
dance with the context, imposing its shape.

SO WHAT SHOULD WE THINK OF IT: 
THE SEARCH FOR THE SENSE 
OF BELONGING
Artists such as Gillian Wearing Obe and Walter Hood 
give us examples of public art that document everyday 
life and in which people can identify themselves.  
In the projects “Signs” Gillian Wearing Obe figures peo-
ple with a sheet of paper in hand, after asking them 
to write their thoughts about the historical period they 
were living in; in this way she has the possibility of in-
teracting with them, and  perceiving their behaviour, 
anxieties, feelings, obtaining a social and historical do-
cument, through a series of photos. Similarly Hood’s 
project “Witness Wall” consists in installations of con-
crete walls which commemorate historical events of 
the city, in particular the protests for civic rights from 
African-American people of Nashville city; in this way 
the artist can keep alive the history of the place. 
We have used the artists’ methods to do an interven-
tion, an artistic act in which the community could re-
cognize themselves and by which it could regain the 
sense of belonging to this place.
The intervention consisted in asking to bystanders to 
write their name and their nacionality on a sheet of pa-
per, and with their permission to be photographed; the 
latter was not an easy success because someone of 
them had very strict culture and wanted not to be por-
trayed.
Nevertheless, after collecting  a considerable number 
of different countries represented by the names of local 
people, it would be a nice idea to paint a mural compo-
sed of their very statements (see the cover page).

Some of the 
signatures 
reported in the 
intervention.
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AND WHAT IS THE LARGER PERSPECTIVE:
AN ELEMENT OF A SERIES CIRCUIT

It is clear that Plaza Palerm may be considered in two 
scales: at small scale as a meeting point for the com-
munity and at big scale as a point of connection with 
the other near areas.
The architects should have considered the square first 
as a didactic space where the children of the school 
Arenal and the inhabitants could have been involved 
through civic participation actions, for example taking 
care of the green. This could have get people regain the 
sense of belonging to it.
Also it would have been legitimate to pull down the bor-
ders of Plaza Palerm and let it be the anteroom of the 
other near parks: the parents and children may come 
together in Plaza Palerm and then go to the Parque del 
Besòs or to the Parque fluvial, a little further, that are 
more extensive spaces to enjoy.
Also at a bigger scale, the square together with the 
other little ones can be part of a system of green co-
rridors connected with Rambla del Prim and the river.
In this respect we have to consider the proximity of the 
Poblenou where the urban project 22@ is in progress: 
one of its objectives is to connect Parque del Centre 
del Poblenou with Rambla del Prim, through Carrer de 
Cristóbal de Moura as a green and pacified axis.
Considering that the identity of these neighborhoods 
is so different from the other sides of Barcelona, we 
think that the design process of Plaza Palerm had to be 
more inclusive, so as to bring together all these cultures 
in a unique point and improve the quality of life and the 
social relations of the inhabitants.
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