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Abstract
Disintegration of urban space is the opposite of its organisation; regeneration should be discussed in this 
context as it restores or introduces morphological attributes that meet the needs of local communities. The 
paper identifies the impact of regeneration upon urban space (re)integration and the role of planned demoli-
tion as a regeneration tool on the example of el Cabanyal-Canyamelar district in Valencia, Spain. Studies have 
demonstrated that demolition can be considered a rational component of regeneration and that not only mor-
phological attributes of the transformed area are important for urban space regeneration but also intentions 
and ways of using demolition as a regeneration tool. 
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Introduction

Social changes taking place in a specific 
urban community are direct causes of func-
tional transformations in cities. The latter, 

in turn, determine changes in urban morphol-
ogy initiated when architectural and urban 
forms fulfilling specific economic and social 
functions are no longer acceptable by local 
people and other city users. As a result, they 
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must either be adapted to new functions, 
reconstructed or created anew, which often 
happens through the elimination of the exist-
ing forms. Klassen (1988) claims that a city 
is created by urban and social subsystems, 
which although autonomous, are linked with 
each other and work together in a feedback 
loop. According to him, urban development 
exhibits inertia and changes in urban struc-
ture are lagging behind the changes in soci-
ety. This is why discrepancy between the 
properties of urban morphology and needs 
and requirements of local communities 
accumulate. These inconsistencies either ini-
tiate or foster disintegration in a city whose 
space and its organisation constantly evolve 
together with changing political, economic, 
social, cultural and natural conditions. 

Our studies provide theoretical, methodo-
logical and empirical insight into disintegra-
tion as a process of urban space transfor-
mations and their outcomes. Considerations 
on urban space transformations are set 
in the regeneration context and focus on rad-
ical form of the process, in which planned 
demolition is a tool for solving spatial, social, 
cultural and economic problems (Kaczmarek 
et al. 2018). Our goal was to demonstrate: 
(1) the impact of regeneration projects upon 
disintegration and (re)integration of urban 
space, and (2) the relevance of planned 
demolition in the process, in other words, 
can it be a rational tool of regeneration 
aiming at the (re)integration of the city? For 
our in-depth studies we selected the district 
el Cabanyal-Canyamelar in Valencia, Spain, 
which, as a degraded urban area, since the 
late 1990s had been a living laboratory 
of tabula-rasa approach to regeneration 
(Jones & Evans 2008). At the same time, 
el Cabanyal-Canyamelar illustrates the 
problem of disintegration observed in cit-
ies across the world. In line with the logic 
of a case study deployed as a research 
method, the fact that we are dealing with 
a single case, which is rather common justi-
fies generalising it over to other cases (Yin 
2014). 

Urban space disintegration: 
substance

Disintegration weakens the integrity of struc-
tures or makes them fall apart. The list of syn-
onyms of disintegration includes, inter alia, 
atomisation, decomposition, fragmentation, 
division, segmentation, decay, and break-up. 
Since a city should be perceived as a com-
plex morphological system – visible outcome 
of cumulated activities of subsequent gen-
erations of communities living in a particular 
territory – urban disintegration takes place 
at three levels, which altogether make the 
urban space. Maik et al. (2005) distinguish 
the morphological level, in which spatial 
layout of morphological elements organises 
urban functions; the functional level, meaning 
the distribution and mutual impact of various 
urban activities; and the social level as a dis-
tribution of people across the city. We need 
to view the substance of urban disintegration 
through the lens of urban space organisa-
tion. The term ’organisation’ derives from the 
Latin word organum and Greek organom, 
which mean a ’tool’. Informally, organisation 
means logic, order and a sequence of actions. 
Kotarbiński (1965) argues that organisation 
is a kind of entirety due to its own elements’ 
relationship to it, namely, the entirety where 
all components contribute to the success 
of the entirety. Urban space organisation 
means that morphology and functional struc-
ture meet the needs of its users. According 
to Liszewski (2012) urban space can be con-
sidered organised as long as it is divided 
(fragmented) adequately to local needs, 
connected/installed (equipped with utilities), 
used in functional terms (utilised), and then 
developed (built-up) in a way that serves local 
needs. Disintegration weakens the integrity 
or dismantles spatial, functional and social 
structures. As a result, we get an urban 
space, where the development and func-
tions of its parts or of the whole of it do not 
meet the needs of city users, which produces 
urban dysfunctionality. In this approach, dys-
functionality is the opposite of urban space 
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organisation and should be equalised with 
disintegration (the state rather than the 
process).

Dysfunction means abnormality or inad-
equacy for performing specific functions. 
Dysfunction of an element must be related 
to a bigger entirety, in which the element 
performs a function (role, task) assigned 
to it. In a city, functionality expresses itself 
through morphology that enables specific 
urban activities. When a given component 
ceases to perform the function (role, task) 
or starts performing it incorrectly, in a way 
that is inadequate to the reality around, the 
component loses its raison d’être in its cur-
rent shape as it undermines effective perfor-
mance of the entire unit (Kazimierczak 2017). 
In urban areas we are dealing with contextual 
dysfunction, conditioned with morphological, 
social, and cultural attributes of the location. 
Since urban space layout evolves, dysfunc-
tionality interpreted as a mismatch between 
spatial and functional structure (urban sub-
system) and local population needs (social 
subsystem) also evolves. 

Dysfunctional (disintegrated) areas can 
be very much differentiated when it comes 
to their morphology (spatial and functional 
aspects). They may be simple linear mor-
phological elements (a road, a street), spots 
(monuments and obelisks), surfaces (plots, 
non-built areas, squares) or buildings, as well 
as complex forms that make blocks and dis-
tricts. Buildings and urban plots act as dis-
integrators (barriers) if they are not used 
(urban idle land, squats), degraded (devas-
tated, ruined, demolished), or appropriated 
and used in a way inconsistent with their 
destination (e.g., squares and green areas 
used as parking places, buildings turned into 
squats). Streets and roads in the city normally 
join its different parts but they may also cre-
ate barriers hard to overcome both physically 
and psychologically. It is confirmed by studies 
of, e.g., Coudroy de Lille (2003), who points 
to ’unfamiliarity’ and ’distance’ of the Con-
fluence region in Lyon caused by the course 
of the motorway and the railway route, 
which separate the district from the historic 

city centre. Similar conclusions from studies 
on the perception of urban landscape within 
the framework of general idea of a place 
developed by human geography were drawn 
by, e.g., Gould & White (1974), Paasi (2004), 
Relph (1976), and Tuan (2001). Disintegration 
can also be produced by too big buildings, 
which do not match the urban context (Lynch 
1960; Tobiasz-Lis & Wójcik 2013a, b). 

Dysfunctionality of complex forms depends 
on the concentration of simple morphologi-
cal elements acting as disintegrators. There 
are social groups who perceive spaces used 
(available) in a selective way, exclusive public 
space included, as disintegrating elements 
(Kaczmarek 2010, 2012). Another morpho-
logical disintegrator can be big urban blocks 
with no business activity, which gradually turn 
into ’economically idle’ areas, a serious prob-
lem in many city centres. For instance in Łódź, 
Poland, where in order to introduce services 
into the city centre to bring it back to life, new 
passages or streets had to be created inside 
the blocks (Kazimierczak & Kosmowski 2017). 
Also the shape of individual blocks may pose 
a barrier for, e.g., traffic organisation and 
the structure of public space, which is crucial 
for smooth performance of multifunctional 
areas, especially city centres.

Disintegrators (barriers) in cities can 
emerge as a result of social changes, such 
as urban areas being occupied by communi-
ties of different cultures, religions, ethnicity 
or race. The process produces social segre-
gation, creates ghettos often closed for other 
communities and ’no go zones’. The absence 
of the sense of security has produced gated 
residential developments (gated communi-
ties) (e.g., Carvalho et al. 1997; Blandy & Lis-
ter 2005; Brabec & Machala 2015). Conflicts 
leading to social segregation in space may 
also be due to gentrification, both bottom-
up as understood by Ruth Glass (1964) and 
top-down, initiated by local authorities (state-
led) and developers (Bourne 1993; Lees 2003; 
Clarke 2005; Davidson & Lees 2005). In lit-
erature extreme forms of disintegrated cities 
are referred to as divided cities (Allagra et al. 
2012) and are often politically conditioned 
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(Calame & Charlesworth 2012; Slae et al. 
2012; Dumper 2013; Aquilué & Roca 2016). 
In this approach, we are dealing with social 
dysfunction (disintegration) of urban areas 
reflected in their morphology by walls, bor-
ders, idle areas, etc. Culturally, disintegra-
tion of a city manifests itself in a dissonance 
between the real and expected development 
of the city (or of its part) projected in human 
imagination as well as in individual and col-
lective perception. It may also be a disrup-
tion of the continuity of a specific ’place’ and 
its social, economic and symbolic function. 
Disruption of continuity may occur rapidly 
through, e.g., destruction or demolition or, 
when the process is distributed over time, 
it becomes sequential and evolutionary. Then 
it creates ’non-places’ as understood by Augé 
(1995) and Tuan (2001) and links with the 
loss of mémoire collective (Halbwachs 1992) 
and, consequently, with the loss of identity 
of communities living in specific (parts of) cit-
ies. Divisions in cities are also connected with 
obelisks and monuments (Muszyńska 2013), 
i.e., morphological landmarks, which are 
important, symbolic elements in urban public 
space (Kazimierczak 2010).

As a result of theoretical and conceptual 
considerations we need to assume that a dis-
integrated area is an area where urban space 
is disorganised (dysfunctional) at morphologi-
cal level. Its opposite is an integrated area 
where morphology and functional structure 
meet users’ needs, an area not suffering from 
social conflicts motivated by economic, reli-
gious, racial, ethnic, national factors, which 
create morphological elements that divide 
space. 

Public space is the key integrating element 
for urban space. If well developed and inclu-
sive, public space fosters identification with 
the city and the sense of belonging to the local 
community (Majer 2016). Public space is deci-
sive for the shaping of identity of urban popu-
lations (Wallis 1990) and acquires an almost 
symbolic dimension if we think of the city 
centre (Jałowiecki & Szczepański 2010). High 
quality of public space increases the likeli-
hood of optional activities (Gehl 2011), which 

favour establishing relations and strengthen-
ing social bonds. Poorly developed, low qual-
ity public space as well as exclusive public 
space lead to the selective use and restrict 
users’ activities to primary (necessary) ones.

Disintegration of urban space 
as a challenge to regeneration

Dysfunctional (disintegrated) urban areas are 
natural components of spatial, functional, 
social, and cultural transformations. How-
ever, if they last long they generate barriers 
to growth and distort smooth performance 
of a city as a functional unit. Dysfunctional 
territories, as barriers to growth in them-
selves, undermine the potential of their neigh-
bouring areas to fully tap into their growth 
perspectives, which, in turn, slows down the 
growth of the city. Progressing disintegration 
creates urban areas that rank at the bottom 
of urban hierarchies because they are centres 
of negative economic, and social phenomena 
and get degraded gradually but relatively 
quickly (Kazimierczak 2017). In this approach, 
degradation is derivative of disintegration 
and dysfunctionality. In order to prevent deg-
radation of urban areas, dysfunctional territo-
ries necessitate remedy action to restore their 
smooth performance. This remedy consists 
in regeneration, which aims at introducing 
(or possibly restoring) organisation into urban 
space by adapting spatial and functional 
structure to local users’ needs. Regenera-
tion takes place through elimination of mor-
phological disintegrators. In degraded urban 
areas tackled with disintegration, regenera-
tion is supposed to eliminate negative social 
and economic phenomena through morpho-
logical transformations and other activities 
that target people (users, residents). Relation-
ships between disintegration, dysfunction, 
degradation and regeneration are illustrated 
in Figure 1.

Szmytkowska (2016) draws attention 
to the threat to the integrity of cities hid-
den in regeneration projects. It is connected 
with the need to reconcile public interest 
and economic calculations, which in the age 
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DISINTEGRATION ( )generation of disintegrators
Disintegrator is a simple or complex component of urban morphology causing disintegration

.(dysfunctionality) of urban area
: , ,Simple morphological disintegrators empty buildings and idle urban plots degraded buildings

,buildings and urban plots appropriated or used contrary to their original function overscaled
, , ,buildings and streets (roads) lots used for non-urban functions buildings and plots for exclusive uses

m , .conflict-generating obelisks and onuments walls, fences, enclosures, etc
Complex morphological disintegrators consist of a set of simple morphological disintegrators.

State : ORGANIZED URBAN SPACE (state)t1

Space is well: divided, connected, functionally used, developed.
Space is properly (adequately) organi ed = urban subsystem matches the social subsystem.z

DEGRADATION (impact of disintegrators
and depreciation of a region in urban

)hierarchy
Degradation is a spontaneous, unplanned
and uncontrolled process of the loss of
value (tear and wear) of urban substance
caused by evolving user needs and increasing
discrepancy between urban subsystem (urban

.morphology) and social subsystem
Degradation changes the development of
(part of) the city and impacts political, social
and economic context of its immediate and

.distant neighbourhood
In a wider sense, degradation can also be
interpreted as unplanned demolition distributed
over time, unlike, e.g., planned demolition
usually consisting in radical intervention within

.a short time span

REGENERATION (elimination of
disintegrators)
Regeneration of dys unctional (disintegrated)f
areas is expected to introduce (or restore)
urban space organisation, i.e., to adjust the
morphological (spatial and functional) structure
to urban (user) needs through the elimination

.of morphological (barriers) disintegrators
It can take:
- aadaptative form by transforming and djusting
t ;he existing barriers to current user needs

- radical form when barriers are demolished
and new spatial and functional forms are

.shaped

REGENERATION (social and economic revival)
Regeneration of degraded areas is a sequence of
planned activities designed to socially and economically
revive problem urban areas through the transformation

.of their spatial and functional structures
If no regeneration efforts are made in dysfunctional
area, regeneration also entails elimination of

:morphological disintegrators (barriers) through
- adaptative approach by transforming and adjusting the

;existing barriers to current user needs
- radical approach through demolition of barriers and

.shaping new spatial and functional forms

Time (t)

DISINTEGRATION /
DEGRADATION /
REGENERATION?

State : DYSFUNCTIONALITY = DISINTEGRATION (state)t2

Space incorrectly: divided, connected, functionally used, developed.
Space improperly (inadequately) organi ed = urban subsystem does not match the social ubsystem.z s

State : DISINTEGRATION (state)t3

Space with concentrated negative social and
economic occurrences caused by progressing
disintegration, i.e., accumulation of simple and

.complex morphological disintegrators
Space improperly (inadequately) organi ed =z
urban subsystem does not match the social
subsystem.

State : ORGANIZED URBAN SPACE (state)t3

Space is well: divided, connected, functionally
used, developed.
Space is zproperly (adequately) organi ed =

.urban subsystem matches the social subsystem

State : ?t4

What is the conditon of urban space?
State : ORGANIZED URBAN SPACE (state)t4

Space is well: divided, connected, functionally used,
developed.
Space is zproperly (adequately) organi ed = urban

.subsystem matches the social subsystem

Figure 1. Relationships between organised, dysfunctional and degraded urban space and disintegration, 
degradation, and regeneration
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of neoliberal economy provide the main 
guidelines to investors and city authorities. 
In this specific ’game’ played in urban space 
residents of transformed areas are the most 
vulnerable (Swyngedouw et al. 2002). The key 
to (re)integration of regenerated area with the 
city lies in the engagement of local commu-
nity in planning (Kaczmarek 2001, 2003). It is 
also vital to provide spatial and architectural 
continuity that would blur clear-cut borders 
between morphological, economic, social, 
and cultural barriers. The so called flagship 
projects raise some concerns as their imple-
mentation in regenerated areas often leads 
to the deepening of differences between 
parts of the city (Gibson 2003), which 
may generate competition among them 
(Kazimierczak 2014).

Currently implemented projects of urban 
space (re)integration, which restore or intro-
duce organisation into urban space, have 
been developed based on two models of spa-
tial and functional transformations carried out 
as part of regeneration efforts. Both entail the 
need to adjust urban and architectural forms 
to evolving economic and social functions 
(Kazimierczak 2014, 2016). These are adapta-
tion transformations with minimum interfer-
ences into the morphology of the area as well 
as radical actions of tabula-rasa type (Jones 
& Evans 2008) where problems are resolved 
through planned demolition of the existing 
spatial and functional structure. Despite high 
social (e.g., social disruption) and cultural 
(e.g., loss of parts of historic buildings) costs, 
planned demolition is increasingly more 
often used as a regeneration tool. As demon-
strated by examples of contemporary regen-
eration projects, e.g., in French cities, planned 
demolition as a remedy instrument in urban 
policy may help solve social, cultural, and 
economic problems (Kaczmarek et al. 2018). 
Moreover, Lévy & Lussault (2014) argue that 
from urban planning point of view, demolition 
provides dynamics into urban modernisa-
tion if it is accompanied by reconstruction. 
Perceived from this angle, demolition may 
become a crucial element in eliminating dis-
integrators from urban space. The core of the 

process is demolition of buildings and prem-
ises, which are no longer used or got decapi-
talised or are used differently from what 
they were intended for and to replace them 
with forms that meet present needs of local 
communities (users). Demolition of the mate-
rial substance of a city may target simple 
morphological elements and complex struc-
tures. Demolition enables not only (re)inte-
gration along spatial and functional lines 
but also at economic, social, and cultural 
levels. The above quoted example of France 
shows that demolition applies to premises 
and buildings tackled with pathologies, such 
as drugs or criminality. At this point, we need 
to highlight the contextual aspect of demoli-
tion as component of regeneration; similarly 
to disintegration and dysfunctionality, demoli-
tion is conditioned by morphological, social, 
and cultural merits of the place in question: 
a city, district, block or a single building 
in urban space.

In a top-down regeneration process, either 
adaptative or radical, the wish to implement 
the project often overshadows the inter-
est of local communities living in the area 
or using it. Often such projects are delivered 
without the participation of local people. They 
are financed from public funds, possibly with 
the participation of commercial partners, and 
are mostly large-scale (mega) projects. 

Research: scope, methods, 
and materials

Our case study discusses disintegration 
of urban space using el Cabanyal-Canya-
melar, the eastern district of Valencia, Spain, 
situated on the coast of the Mediterranean 
as an example. The district is located 5 km 
away from the city centre. At present, it is 
inhabited by ca. 20,500 people (Navarro 
Elsava 2016). Its origins date back to the 
15th century. The district comprises three 
morphologically homogenous units extend-
ing longitudinally: Cap de França, el Caban-
yal, and el Canyamelar. Contemporary 
official documents use the name el Cabanyal-
-Canyamelar. 
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Disintegration of the district became 
an issue in the second half of the 20th centu-
ry with territorial expansion of Valencia when 
el Cabanyal-Canyamelar was ’incorporated’ 
into the city (Muños Cosme 2012). In the 
1980s and 1990s it suffered from crisis in the 
fisheries sector, the primary source of income 
of the local community. The district got 
depopulated (from 26,179 in 1981 to 20,170 
in 2017) and local people got impoverished. 
Disintegration of the district was also caused 
by other three factors: decapitalisation of the 
housing stock, including monumental build-
ings from the 19th and 20th centuries built 
in Art Nouveau, Art déco and modernist 
styles, called alquerias, which are typical 
of this district and make it unique in Valen-
cia (Navarro Elsava 2014); lack of functional 
and compositional element that would link 

el Cabanyal-Canyamelar, a district of clearly 
different morphology than its neighbouring 
areas (small plots and smaller blocks of lon-
gitudinal shape, densely built-up, time of con-
struction); and the multilane Avenida de Ser-
rería the capacity of 1,500-3,000 cars per 
hour, which provides a clear border and spa-
tial-functional barrier between el Cabanyal-
Canyamelar and the neighbouring districts. 
External disintegration of el Cabanyal-Can-
yamelar comes from the harbour and post-
harbour areas located south of the studied 
area, as well as idle post-railway areas in the 
eastern part of the district (Fig. 2).

From the late 1990s el Cabanyal-Can-
yamelar has been the area where different 
strategies (models) of regeneration have 
been implemented to integrate the dis-
trict with the rest of Valencia. Studies pay 

Figure 2. El Cabanyal-Canyamelar: location within the Valencia spatial structure
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Figure 3. Morphological transformations planned in the central part of el Cabanyal-Canyamelar due to the construction of Avenida Blasco Ibañez and the 
implementation of the Cabanyal 2010 regneration plan

Source: Author’s own compilation based on the PEPRI el Cabanyal-Canyamelar. Ordenacón. Plano 2 Hoja 2 Centro. Réimen urbanístico. Marzo 2001. Ajuntamient 
de València. AUMSA.
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special attention to regeneration megapro-
jects, which assumed modernisation and 
integration of the district carried out through 
demolition (tabula-rasa regeneration). 
We decided to conduct the survey to show: 
(1) the impact of regeneration projects upon 
disintegration and (re)integration of urban 
space, and (2) the importance of planned 
demolition, in other words, can it be 
a rational tool in regeneration undertaken 
to re-integrate the city?

El Cabanyal-Canyamelar case study pro-
vides grounds for analytical generalisation. 
Its task consists in formulating general con-
clusions based on results of empirical studies 
and generalising them to other contexts, out-
side of the case at hand, relying on the cor-
rectness of data or theoretical principles (Yin 
2014). Data for empirical explorations used 
in the study came from primary and second-
ary sources. Secondary sources of data are 
statistical analyses offering social, economic 
and spatial data. We also conducted desk 
studies of historical and contemporary car-
tographic sources, documents, research and 
popular press papers devoted to el Cabanyal-
Canyamelar regeneration since the 1990s. 
In September 2016 and 2017 the above men-
tioned data were complemented with field 
studies intended to make field inventory and 
provide photo documentation. We also used 
in-depth interviews conducted in 2016 with 
local authorities, city planners, representa-
tives of NGOs, residents of Valencia and 
el Cabanyal-Canyamelar. 

Regeneration of the dysfunctional 
district of el Cabanyal-
-Canyamelar: course and effects

El Cabanyal-Canyamelar regeneration 
plan titled Cabanyal 2010 was part of the 
megaproject called PEPRI1. It provided for 
the extension of the Avenida Blasco Ibañez 
avenue eastwards from Avenida de Serrería 

1 PEPRI, i.e. Plan Especial de Protección y Reforma 
Interior (Special Plan of Protection and Transformation 
of Interior Areas of the City) was adopted by the local 
government in Valencia in 1998.

to the seafront (Fig. 3). The origins of Avenida 
Blasco Ibañez date back to the late 19th when 
el Cabanyal-Canyamelar was incorporated 
into administrative borders of Valencia. Local 
authorities wanted to carry out an ambitious 
project of joining the Jardines del Rey (Royal 
Gardens) in the city centre (Fig. 2) with the 
seafront by building a chic boulevard. The 
construction project was carried out in stag-
es starting in the 1930s. Between the centre 
and el Cabanyal-Canyamelar it passed most-
ly through the then non-built areas which 
underwent urbanisation together with ter-
ritorial expansion of Valencia in the second 
half of the 20th century. The final 800 m long 
part, the width of up 100 m was the biggest 
planning challenge of PEPRI and the Caban-
yal 2010 project. It required the demolition 
of ca. 1,600 flats in the central part of el 
Cabanyal-Canyamelar. The project assumed 
the demolition of the historic buildings and 
led to significant modifications of the 19th 
century spatial layout. Some demolitions 
were dictated by the shape of blocks, which 
were longitudinal. Cabanyal 2010 plan also 
included several demolition efforts outside 
of the areas of the future boulevard to loosen 
the density of built-up areas and introduce 
green spaces. The project was supposed 
to be accompanied by a comprehensive mod-
ernisation of urban space in el Cabanyal-Can-
yamelar, e.g., renovation of degraded urban 
housing stock, rehabilitation of public space, 
introduction of green areas along streets, 
organising pocket parks, playgrounds for chil-
dren and gardens inside the blocks to foster 
social relationships among local communities 
(Fig. 3). Upon the completion, the project was 
expected to deliver a functional and compo-
sitional component, Avenida Blasco Ibañez, 
that would link el Cabanyal-Canyamelar with 
Valencia and improve the quality of housing 
stock in the district through its modernisation 
and by improving the quality of public space.

The construction of Avenida Blasco Ibañez, 
the first stage of the Cabanyal 2010 plan, 
started in 1998 when PEPRI was adopted 
by urban authorities. However, because of sig-
nificant interference into the morphology 
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Figure 4. Empty building structures (abandonades) and urban fallows (solares) in el Cabanyal-
-Canyamelar in 2014

Source: Authors own compilation based on E.D.U.S.I. (2015).
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of the district, PEPRI faced powerful oppo-
sition of the then urban planning circles 
(Beltran 2010). As a result of social move-
ments collectively referred to as ’Salvem 
el Cabanyal’(Save el Cabanyal) who invoked 
the “right to the city” idea (Lefebvre 1996; 
Purcell 2001, 2002; Mitchell 2003; Harvey 
2008, 2012; Marcouse 2009), of the critique 
expressed by the European Union and, finally, 
of the interference of the Spanish central gov-
ernment, in 2016, the district was covered 
by the Special Protection Plan (PEC 2016), 
which led to the suspension of PEPRI and 
the Cabanyal 2010 project (Navarro Elseva 
2014). Nevertheless, until that happened, 
600 buildings over the planned course of Ave-
nida Blasco Ibañez had already been demol-
ished.

Implementation of the first stage of this 
megaproject produced two outcomes: 
a social one and a morphological one. The 
project displaced almost 200 families, most 
of them closely emotionally connected with 
the location as they were brought up there. 
That disrupted multigenerational bonds 
already developed among the neighbours 
(Campos 2008; López Nicolás & Bodí Ramiro 
2009). Owners and tenants of houses taken 
over by the local administration received 
small financial compensation, insufficient 
to purchase a flat in the same neighbourhood. 
The Cabanyal 2010 project was carried out 
in the times of prosperity in the Spanish real 
estate market (Miralles & Garcia 2013; Esta-
ban & Altuzarra 2016; Díaz & Araujo 2017;) 
when prices of apartments skyrocketed. The 
trend was observable for a short time, but 
it was dynamic and reached its peaks in the 
times of the displacement exercise. Thus, dis-
placed people were forced to move to other 
districts in the city which is why el Cabanyal-
Canyamelar got partly depopulated. Over 
the years 1998-2010, that is when the Caban-
yal 2010 project was actually carried out, 
local population shrunk by ca. 2% (Oficina 
d’Estadística Valencia), which led to decreas-
ing tendencies in real estate prices, typical 
of the first stage of gentrification. It was 
a component of a purposeful policy because 

local authorities wanted to create an attrac-
tive housing and leisure area in the seafront 
and ’remove’ the most economically vulner-
able members of local communities who are 
potentially the most troublesome. 

From urban planning viewpoint, the sus-
pension of the construction of Avenida Blasco 
Ibañez prevented the emergence of spatial 
and functional link between el Cabanyal-
Canyamelar and Valencia city centre. Other 
repercussions of the Cabanyal 2010 project 
included negative changes in the morphol-
ogy of the district, which have exerted a sig-
nificant impact upon the present develop-
ment of el Cabanyal-Canyamelar and the 
way it is used. Since according to the plan 
areas alongside Avenida Blasco Ibañez were 
to host residential buildings and offices, 
some of them high rise buildings, urban plots 
located within the zone to be transformed 
became stakes in land speculation game 
played by local authorities and private inves-
tors (Navarro Elseva 2014). It was intensified 
by the displacement policy and demolition 
of historic housing stock. Implementation 
and then the suspension of the Cabanyal 
2010 project increased the number of aban-
doned although not yet demolished houses 
(abandonades) and idle land (solares) recu-
perated after planned demolitions within the 
proposed course of Avenida Blasco Ibañez 
(Tab. 1). Their concentration in the centre 
of the district (Fig. 4) significantly reduces 
the quality of historic landscape of the neigh-
bourhood and exacerbates the loss of social 
function in ruined public space. These trans-
formations generated areas where business 
activities are very limited and overlap with 
blocks with high concentration of idle land 
and squats (Fig. 4). At the same time, the pro-
portion of decapitalised housing stock in the 
area covered by planned demolitions clearly 
increased. Buildings taken over by local 
administration got derelict as a result of sus-
pended investment effort and intentional 
policy of local authorities, which wanted 
to encourage those who opposed the con-
struction plan to re-launch the investment. 
Abandoned buildings got gradually occupied 
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by the homeless, drug addicts and squat-
ters, which reduced the sense of security 
in the neighbourhood and seriously deterio-
rated the image of el Cabanyal-Canyamelar 
(Navarro Elseva 2014). Social degradation 
stigmatised local communities. Remaining 
buildings were also degraded as their owners 
did not renovate them in the face of potential 
re-appropriation by the authorities. 

The idea of el Cabanyal-Canyamelar 
regeneration, like other peripheral areas 
of the city, into a highly attractive seafront 
investment zone (Prytherch & Boira Maiques 
2009) coincided with the implementation 
of the development policy of the city of Valen-
cia intended to transform it into a ’mega-
events city’ (del Romeo Renau & Trudelle 
2011). The idea was an aftermath of the 
so called ’Barcelona effect’, i.e., a dynamic 
economic growth of Barcelona after the 
city hosted the Summer Olympics in 1992. 
As argued by, inter alia, Andranovich, Bur-
bank & Heying (2001), Miller (2000), and 
Roche (1992, 2000), the growth was con-
nected with increased investment and tourist 
attractiveness of Barcelona induced by better 
recognisability and image of the city. By the 

end of the 1990s, the government of Partido 
Popular promoted a spectacular urban devel-
opment through land deregulation (Gaja 
& Díaz 2002) and attracted private invest-
ment through a policy of megaprojects like 
’City of Arts and Sciences’ (or Ciudad de las 
Artes y las Ciencias [CAC] in Spanish) and the 
organisation of mega-events (Navarro Elseva 
2014). In the first decade of the 21st century, 
two such events were held in Valencia and 
they have induced remarkable spatial and 
functional transformations in el Cabanyal-
Canyamelar. The city hosted two editions 
of America’s Cup2 in 2007 and in 2010, for 
which the old port was rebuilt and a marina 
was constructed in Poblats Marítims. At that 
time, the symbol of the competition Veles 
e Vents was erected – a pavillion designed 
as a VIP view point, which in a specific way 
’opens up’ Valencia into the sea. Reconstruc-
tion of the seafront in el Cabanyal-Canya-
melar that accompanied the organisation 
of America’s Cup entailed some demolition 
of the historic buildings in the prominent 

2 America’s Cup is an international sailing regatta 
of sea-going yachts, organized since 1851.

Table 1. El Cabanyal-Canyamelar development in 1998 and in 2014

Type of construction

1998 2014

Number [%] Surface 
[in m2] [%] Number [%] Surface 

[in m2] [%]

Buildings in bad technical 
condition (total)

 243 7  28,942 5 400 11 43,747  7

Residential  138 4  14,104 2 258 7  26,366  4

Residential and services  105 3  14,838 3 138 4  15,840  3

Services  0 0  0 0  4 0  1,541  0

Undeveloped urban plots 
(solares)

 214 6  59,976 10 366 10 105,048 17

Public ownership  52 1  9,142 1 128 4  20,317  3

Private ownership  162 5  50,834 9 238 7  84,731 14

Buildings in good technical 
condition (total)

3,035 87 538,636 85 2,755 78 478,759 76

Total number of urban plots 3,492 100 627,554 100 3,521 100 627,554 100

Source: Authors’ own research based on E.D.U.S.I. (2015).
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seafront. At plots ’freed’ in this way, a five-
star Las Arenas hotel has been built whose 
façade does not match the historic alque-
rias inhabited predominantly by low-middle 
class working people. In the years 2008-
2012 Valencia hosted also the Formula One 
European Grand Prix races organised on the 
new urban street circuit3 built in the western 
area of the old port and on the post-industrial 
areas between el Grau and el Cabanyal-
Canyamelar. Although these mega-events 
have improved the position of Valencia in the 
global settlement network and aroused tour-
ists’ interest in the city, it entailed substantial 
social and spatial costs, including a number 
of re-appropriations and demolition of his-
toric buildings. They also increased prices 
of property in el Cabanyal-Canyamelar 
(Tab. 2), planned, top-down gentrification 
and social tensions within the district, leading 
to many conflicts between local residents and 
city authorities (del Romeo Renau & Trudelle 
2011). An important conflict factor was also 
produced by the growing NIMBY effect (del 
Romeo Renau & Lozano 2015) generated 
by bottom-up urban movements, which often 
oppose the proposed development in their 
respective residential areas although they 
generally support such projects if they were 
built in other locations. The construction 
of Formula One racing circuit, which current-
ly remains unused, has introduced urban idle 
land (farrow) of a substantial size into Valen-
cia’s spatial and functional structure. At mor-
phological and psychological level, it makes 
the isolation of el Cabanyal-Canyanelar even 
deeper. 

The inflow of troublesome social groups, 
drug addicts, squatters, homeless people 
and illegal immigrants into abandoned hous-
es, on the one hand, and the arrival of afflu-
ent gentrifiers attracted by mega-events 
on Valencia seafront in the early 21st century 
(America’s Cup in 2007 & 2010 and Formula 

3 Valencia Street Circuit with a length of 5.419 km 
is one of the two F1 tracks in the world (next to Monte 
Carlo), where competitions take place on the city road 
system. The F1 races were held in Valencia only five 
times in the years 2008-2012.

1 races in the years 2008-2012) on the other, 
created islands of poverty and luxury. Public 
space of el Cabanyal-Canyamelar was filled 
with contrasts and did not play its integrating 
social role because ’old’ and ’new’ residents 
did not mix at all.

We must conclude that regeneration pro-
jects and morphological changes entailed 
by them only deepened the disintegration 
of el Cabanyal-Canyamelar. It was followed 
by unfavourable social and economic conse-
quences, such as, e.g., increased unemploy-
ment, accumulation of poverty, social and 
economic segregation combined with gentri-
fication, higher criminality rates, loose social 
bonds and stigmatisation of local communi-
ties. Nowadays, el Cabanyal-Canyamelar 
reports social and economic indicators 
below the average for Valencia (Tab. 3) and 
the district is considered degraded in spa-
tial, social, economic, and cultural terms (no 
sense of belonging to the neighbourhood, 
loss of local identity). 

New regeneration projects are cur-
rently proposed and undertaken to func-
tionally, economically, socially and cultur-
ally revive in particular the central part 
of el Cabanyal-Canyamelar. These are 
micro-scale projects often referred to as 
urban acupuncture (Casagrande & Har-
rison 2013; de Solà-Morales i Rubió 1999). 
Their budget is typically small, comes mainly 
from public funds and - following the ’right 
to the city’ concept - they focus on the inter-
ests of local community, who gets involved 
at all implementation stages (Lerner 2014). 
Urban acupuncture projects in el Cabanyal-
Canyamelar emerged from the “Salvem 
el Cabanyal” social movement. Their goal 
was to improve the quality of life of the local 
people and protect cultural objects crucial 
for the identity of el Cabanyal-Canyamelar 
and relevant to material and non-material 
heritage of Valencia. The movement mobi-
lised and increased the awareness of all 
communities in Valencia (Herrero Garcia 
& Soldevilla Llaño 2010). One of the most 
propagated actions is the one of “Portes 
Obertes” [Open doors], a kind of an ’open 
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museum’. The event is organised every 
year and goes on for several weekends 
during which inhabitants of el Cabanyal-
Canyamelar invite visitors to come and see 
their homes for free. There are also work-
shops when people can learn about unique 
architecture of buildings, see local art and 
traditional craft products as well as taste 
the local cuisine. The goal is to promote 
material and non-material heritage of el 
Cabanyal-Canyamelar to foster local iden-
tity and social relationships. The project has 
come to the attention of other communities 
in Valencia and tourists to real living condi-
tions in the neighbourhood also in the con-
text of transformations following the imple-
mentation of the PEPRI. It also promotes 
dialogue between private and public spaces. 
Another example of small scale interven-
tions is the “Passar Sense Trencar” (Passing 
without Disturbing/Interrupting/Obstacles) 

project, selected for implementation in 2015 
in an international competition for el Caban-
yal-Canyamelar regeneration projects. The 
idea is based on the concept of ’peatonali-
zación’, that is the creation of a coherent 
system of pedestrian passages between dif-
ferent parts of the district. The central part 
features prominently in the project as it was 
ruined by the implementation of the PEPRI 
and Cabanyal 2010 project and urgently 
needs multifaceted revival. Assumptions 
of the “Passar Sense Trencar” project provide 
for the leisure zone to be created on current-
ly idle post-railway areas in the eastern part 
of el Cabanyal-Canyamelar. 

Conclusions

The above discussed case of el Caban-
yal-Canyamelar, a district in Valencia, is an 
illustration of poorly planned and badly 

Table 2. Changes in the value of real estate (in Euro) and land in el Cabanyal-Canyamelar over the years 
2003-2016

Average 
cadastral value 

in thous. €
2003 2010 2016

Change in 
2003-2010

Change in 
2010-2016

Change in 
2003-2016

quantity [%] quantity [%] quantity [%]

Land 4,948.85 4,979.60 4,982.35 30.75 1 2.75 0% 33.50 1

Buildings 8,883.86 9,651.03 10,027.59 767.17 9 376.56 4% 1,143.73 13

Total 13,832.71 14,630.63 15,009.94 797.92 6 379.31 3% 1,177.23 9

Per m2  170.74  178.96  182.19 8.22 5 3.23 2% 11.45 7

Source: Author’s compilation based on Catastro de Bienes Inmuebles. 

Table 3. Social and economic performance of el Cabanyal-Canyamelar compared to Valencia in 2017

Indicator Valencia El Cabanyal-Canyamelar

Unemployment rate (%) 15.90 21.60

People drawing all sorts of social benefits (%) 25.30 26.50

People drawing unemployment benefits (%) 8.80 42.90

People with primary education (%) in 2015 24.20 30.60

Average income per inhabitant (euro) in 2014 1,794.95 1804.32

Economically active population (%) 62.30 61.20

Source: Author’s compilation based on Oficina de Estadisticas, Ayuntamiento de València.
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implemented mega-scale and top-down 
regeneration of a dysfunctional (disinte-
grated) area, which produced even more 
morphological disintegrating elements that 
deepened its unfavourable performance. 
As a result, the area has got degraded and 
calls for further remedy projects to re-organ-
ise the space by eliminating or adapting mor-
phological disintegrators and promote social 
and economic revival. 

Morphology-wise, the main reason behind 
PEPRI and Cabanyal 2010 plan failure was 
the fragmentation of Cabanyal-Canyamelar 
into numerous plots built-up with 19th centu-
ry buildings, densely built-up and the longitu-
dinal shape of blocks which forced demolition 
to carry out the construction of the boulevard 
and introduce green areas. Planned demoli-
tion was justified by morphological features 
of the transformed dysfunctional territory and 
from this point of view demolition can be con-
sidered a rational part of a regeneration 
project aimed at restoring the organisation 
of urban space (re-integration) in el Caban-
yal-Canyamelar. However, plans to construct 
Avenida Blasco Ibañez avenue did not take 
account of the local community views and 
were mostly subordinated to neoliberal urban 
policy, which focused on developers’ interests 
and marginalised the interest of local people. 
Displacements in return for small compensa-
tion, disruption of social bonds, social segre-
gation, stigmatisation of local communities, 
generating conflicts, intentional degradation 
of buildings later occupied by drug addicts, 
homeless people, squatters, etc. can be con-
sidered another form of demolition. Finally, 
economic and social functions evaporated 
and the quality of public space significant-
ly deteriorated, mainly in the area of the 
planned construction site of Avenida Blasco 
Ibañez. 

This state of affairs was also produced 
by the implementation of large-scale urban 
redevelopment projects (megaprojects) 
undertaken, first and foremost, to improve 
investment and tourist attractiveness 
of Valencia by organising mega-events in the 
city. Experiences of many cities across the 

globe demonstrate that such investment pro-
jects, whose spatial and financial scale is usu-
ally quite big, may lead to a quantum leap 
transformation of areas, in which they are 
carried out and give them a new impulse for 
further growth (Lorens 2004). As observed by, 
inter alia, Raco (2014) and Vanwynsberghe 
et al. (2013) mega-projects connected with 
regeneration induce changes not only in the 
transformed areas but also radiate with 
examples of positive modernisation to the 
neighbouring areas, which is referred to as 
the ’Bilbao effect’. In Bilbao, post-industrial 
areas earmarked for regeneration became 
the location of Guggenheim Museum, which 
quickly turned into the iconic landmark of the 
city. The Museum generated many new jobs 
in services, from hotels to catering establish-
ments, which enriched city economy. A simi-
lar role, although not as spectacular as in the 
case of Bilbao, is played by new structures 
erected in relation with mega-events. That 
is why such investments are often located 
in dysfunctional areas that need regen-
eration. In the above discussed case of el 
Cabanyal-Canyamelar, regeneration that 
accompanied investment projects linked with 
mega-events was not an end in itself but 
a means to an end. As a result, large-scale 
urban investments (marina and Formula One 
racing course) did not renovate the district 
but rather deepened spatial chaos and fos-
tered gentrification and social segregation. 
Negative effects were reinforced by the then 
crisis in the real estate market in Spain (Bur-
riel 2011; Estaban & Altuzarra 2016; Díaz 
& Araujo 2017) and ultra-neoliberal policy 
of municipal authorities to whom spatial plan-
ning was much more a tool that supported 
the implementation of (irrational) develop-
ment projects (Boira Maiques 2003) rather 
than a way to take account of the wellbeing 
of the local community.

Regeneration always entails spatial, eco-
nomic, social, and cultural costs. Demolition 
as an element of regeneration speeds up the 
emergence of costs which in adaptative type 
of regeneration are distributed over time. 
Yet, the outcome of regeneration is identical 



136 Jarosław Kazimierczak • Karolina Wrona

Geographia Polonica 2019, 92, 1, pp. 121-139

in both models, with the exception of mor-
phology as in the adapative model parts 
of the urban housing stock are transformed 
rather than eliminated. The idea of dysfunc-
tion (disintegration) of urban space does not 
provide grounds for unambiguous conclu-
sions as to the justification of housing stock 
demolition as a form of (re)integration. The 
case of el Cabanyal-Canyamelar highlights 
the intentions and the course of demolition 
within the framework of regeneration pro-
jects, which should be considered the refer-
ence point for future projects in Valencia or in 
other cities in the world. 
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