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Abstract:

With the economic crisis and the retreat of  welfare services, European cities are witnessing the reemergence of  informal

practices creating reciprocity mechanisms and informal markets as well as new forms of  provision of  housing, healthcare

and other services. Nevertheless, the strength and the emergence of  these practices takes place unevenly across these cities,

depending on the impact of  the crisis, the nature of  the state and its multi-level governance and the institutional culture on

the provision of  policies. 

This paper aims to compare, through historical and qualitative analysis, the role of  informal practices in the provision of

resources in two european cities:  Barcelona and Berlín.  As in many other southern european cities,  the emergence of

informal practices in Barcelona is key to understand the capacity of  its inhabitants to overcome the effects of  the crisis.

Historical analysis shows that the city supported informal practices until the eighties and that part of  these practices are

reapearing now, reshaped in a new form. In Berlin, which fell into a deep economic and financial crisis with the reunification

of  the city, informal practices have been an element explaining the reshaping of  the city. Without capacity to develop the

city in any other way, local administrations have tried to formalise informal activities negotiating and tolerating certain

practices.Both case studies show that processes of  informalisation taking place in the current crisis are rooted in previous

practices and the historical development of  cities, and that they have been selectively allowed by local administrations.

Summary
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b) Informality in Berlin and Barcelona: an historical approach

c)  Current  informal  practices  in  both  cities  (housing  and  informal  economy,  the  role  of  migrant  groups,

correlation between deprived neighbourhoods and inofrmality, and so on)

d) Conclusions

Introduction
Since its first uses in the seventies (Hart, 1973), the concept of  'informality' has been used to analyse

how social practices of  the urban poor have contributed to shape cities in the global south. These

practices are subject to exploitation and social inequalities,  and can be considered as an adaptation

process of  the poor to the changing pressures of  capitalism in the urban context. In this regard, 'urban
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informality' refers to a set of  non regulated social practices that allow the marginalised groups to create

mechanisms to cover their material and immaterial needs. Understood in this sense, 'urban informality'

affects the physical structure of  cities, the set of  social relations happening in them and the forms of

collective behaviour and social control  . Thus, informality is not only shaping the physical space of

cities but also their economic and social life. The analysis of  these practices has focused both on its

economic implications and on their political dimension, including the political groundings of  the causes

leading  to  marginality  and  informality,  the  relation  of  informality  with  community  empowerment

(McFARLANE & Rutherford,  2008;  McFarlane,  2012a;  Roy,  2005) and the  role  of  informality  in

economic growth (McFarlane, 2012b; Soto, 1990, 1995). 

Analysis of  urban informality has been mainly linked to the rapid processes of  modernization and

liberalization of  cities in developing world, which suffer a double process. On the one side, they are

suffering a massive rural-urban migration. This brings the increase of  urban poor and the creation of

slums  and  new  neighbourhoods  in  which  social  processes  and  forms  of  economic  and  political

organisation  take  place  outside  the  sphere  of  the  state  and  without  the  engagement  of  public

administration. On the other side, local and national elites are trying to foster the connection of  these

cities to the global economy as financial centres trying to attract investments of  transnational private

companies. These two interrelated elements shape the framework for the development of  a dual city in

which we find financial and leisure districts for the upper class and visitors and poor neighbourhoods in

which  informal  practices  are  deployed  in  different  fields,  including  the  emergence  of  informal

economic activities, housing, energy and water supplying, and a large etcetera. Researchers on urban

informality have underlined that these phenomenon is shaping the largest cities in the world, and claim

for including in the urban research agenda issues, concepts and tools emerging from these cities rather

than continuing with the agenda settled by the Chicago and Los Angeles Schools (Aslayyad)1.

The main aim of  this article is to analyse to what extent informality is shaping also European cities in

the context of  the financial crisis. Urban research on southern European cities has increasingly focused

on political responses to the crisis and how citizens are organizing politically to counterbalance the

effects  of  the  crisis  and  the  cuts  (Kalendides  &  Vaiou,  2013).  This  research  on  emerging  social

movements have underlined the political implications of  cuts and the collective organisation not only

to provide services in the context of  the crisis but also to offer political responses and changes in

governance. This article wants to analyse the role of  informal practices in the responses to the crisis, to

what extent they become politicised and transformed into social movements and how they impact in

1 This question framed some of the debates of the 2013 RC21 Conference in Berlin, which focused on the possibilities 
to construct a global research agenda and on the utility of the tools for urban analysis. Contributions of Jeremy 
Seekings in the keynote presentation and the debate between Katherina Löw, Neil Brenner and Michael Storper 
went in this direction.
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the shaping of  the city. Through the analysis of  cases in Berlin and Barcelona, I want to focus on the

impact of  informal practices in shaping the cities and through what mechanisms. 

With the start of  the crisis in 2008 increasing poverty of  inhabitants in certain cities in the  'global

north' has brought the emergence or reemergence of  informal practices in different fields, affecting

economic and social life of  the city. Impoverished middle classes are deploying forms of  informal work

and reciprocity networks rooted in certain neighbourhoods, whereas the poorest inhabitants of  cities in

global north (mainly foreigners) are deploying informal practices to cover their basic needs such as

housing,  water and energy provision etc.  Can we speak about the role of  urban informality in the

evolution of  cities such as Detroit,  Berlin,  Barcelona or Athens? In all  these cases we find similar

patterns:  increasing dualism and spatial  differentiation  between upper  and lower classes,  increasing

pressure to compete in  the global  markets  to attract  investments,  companies  and people,  and new

forms  of  self-organisation  of  the  lower  classes  that  are  reshaping  physically  and socially  the  city.

Whereas the case of  Detroit is an example of  US crashed industrial city, with a city shrinking and in

bankruptcy, European cities show greater stability (despite certain cities  also  shrinking, such as some

cities of  the former GDR) but suffer increasing social fragmentation and diversity  (Le Galès, 2011).

These transformations are taking place in parallel  to less governancce capacity as states recentralise

certain competences. As a result, political responses to the crisis based on austerity are increasing spatial

segregation and the rise of  poverty, specially in southern Europe. The impoverishment of  the middle

class has brought the reemergence of  informal economy as a way to overcome poverty in southern

europe. Studies in Greece, for instance show the emergence of  solidarity practices and non market-

based exchanges of  goods and services (Kalendides & Vaiou, 2013).

This adoption of  informal practices does not come out of  the blue.  History of  cities shows long

patterns of  informal practices taking place and some of  them being institutionalised through time.

Moreover, national processes of  modernisation have generated patterns in the relations between lower

classes and the state, where modernisation was weaker, as it was in many southern european countries,

we find the persistence of  the informal economy as the result of  the organisation of  economic life

around other institutions like the family or the community, being based on reciprocity practices. The

departing hypothesis of  this research is that the crisis and the austerity policies that worsened living

conditions of  middle  classes have brought the return of  informal  practices and has brought back

relations of  mistrust with the state. On the other hand, the article wants to explore the relation between

informal practices and policy-making, trying to understand to what extent informal practices can be

understood as a form of  governing different fields in which the state is retreating or no intervening at

all.  From  this  point  of  view,  the  absence  of  policies  and  regulations  generates  a  framework  of

opportunity for informal practices that are tolerated by the state. 
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This article wants to explore this adoption contextualising it in the historical development path of  cities

and comparing  it  with  urban informality  in  the  global  south.  To do so,  the  article  compares  two

European cities, one in the north and another in the south hit  by the crisis: Barcelona and Berlin.

Despite being one of  the Spanish cities performing better in economic terms2, Barcelona is suffering of

increasing poverty and spatial fragmentation. The city is  a worldwide destination,  and hosts several

international events that bring economic prosperity, being one of  the few cities with no public debt, but

at the same time has seen the increase in income inequalities per neighbourhood, with concentration of

poorness in certain neighbourhoods that were traditionally the most fragile. In this areas, neighbours

have deployed a wide set of  informal practices including self-managed food storages, energy and water

supply, housing provision, and reciprocity mechanisms. In less impoverished neighbourhoods informal

practices have developed as well. Besides, in certain parts of  the city, immigrants have been squatting

old factories and empty lots rehabilitating them as spaces for housing and work, being specialised in the

collection of  garbage. These trends take place in a context of  local economic growth and increasing

volume of  leisure and business visitors 

Through this case study the article wants to analyse how informal practices shape the city and how are

they interacting with public administration. The main questions to answer are: which practices are being

formalised and negotiated and which are not? To what extent are these practices influenced by the

institutional context of  the city? To what extent are these practices politicised and transformed into

political demands? And finally, is urban informality having a relevant impact in European cities?

The article is structured as follows. The first part presents an historical analysis of  the two case studies

with emphasis on the role of  informal practices in the configuration of  the cities. Secondly, current

informal practices will be analysed, focusing on their emergence,  their link with political and social

movements and their impacts in the physical space and the social contexts.  This analysis will  focus

mainly on housing and economic sector practices. Finally, I present some conclusions on the role of

informality in European cities.

An historical approach to urban informality in Barcelona 
As many other Mediterranean countries, Spain suffered a late and weak process of  industrialisation and

modernisation in comparison to its counterparts of  northern Europe. This process was geographically

uneven and framed by the lack of  rough materials and sources of  energy, giving spatial concentration

of  bourgeoisie and industrial activity in certain cities, mainly in Catalonia and in the Basque Country.

Since the second third of  the nineteenth century Barcelona became the epicentre of  the industrial

revolution in Spain, with a growing textile sector and rapid urban expansion. This brought the urban

2 Following data from the city council, in 2013 the city had a surplus of  138 millions of euros.
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expansion  of  Barcelona  and  the  spatial  differentiation  between  bourgeoisie  and  workers  in

neighbourhoods.  This  economic  expansion  brought  a  first  wave  of  migrants  to  the  city,  who

contributed to the shaping of  the first popular neighbourhoods and the industrial areas of  the city

during the second half  of  the twentieth century. From a peasant origin, this population developed

practices of  quiet encroachment (Bayat, 1997) that contributed to physically shape the city. The lack of

modernisation of  the state and the conflict between bourgeoisie and the old regime did not allow for

consistent local social policies as in many cities in northern Europe. Consequently, the working class

created  informal  mechanisms  for  redistribution  and  reciprocity,  and  organised  politically  around

anarchism. At the beginning of  the twentieth century many informal practices were organised and

canalised through the trade union Confederación Nacional del Trabajo (CNT). From this organisation,

workers defended a society without state in which communities will cover needs and provide services,

basing the whole political and economic project in the practices developed in the informal arena. 

The  spanish  civil  war  and Franco's  victory  in  1939  meant  the  end of  the  development  of  these

practices,  even  though  everyday  forms  of  resistance  (Scott,  1989) remained  during  the  Francoist

regime. After the war, the economic growth did not restart until the 1950s, when the regime received

external support from the US. Then, the regime created a series of  industries in order to promote

economic growth. Barcelona was selected as the host of  the automobile factory SEAT, the largest of

the country, what boosted the local economy and reinforced already existing companies. During the

1950s and 1960s there was a massive movement from the countryside to Barcelona and its adjacent

cities, which were rapidly overcrowded.  Local authorities did not provide social policies for the new

inhabitants neither  infrastructures. As a result, Barcelona saw the emergence of  shantytown slums in

the beach, the industrial neighbourhoods and the mountains surrounding the city.  All adjacent towns

and villages including L'Hospitalet, Badalona or Cerdanyola became working class cities in which self-

construction was combined with low quality housing developed by the private sector. By 1960 over

100,000 people lived in slums in the city of  Barcelona, and others in neighbourhoods without sewage

systems or urbanised streets. 

 In this period we find two sets of  practices of  'urban informality'  that shape the city of  Barcelona and

the  metropolitan  area.  First,  the  informal  urbanisation  result  of the  action  of  the  urban  poor

constructing  their  own  housing  and  promoting  certain  forms  of  informal  economy.  Slums  like

Somorrostro in the Beach of  Barcelona or La Perona in the industrial neighbourhood of  Poblenou are

examples of  this kind of  development. Second, the informal urbanisation resulting from private actors

which constructed illegally in a frame of  generalised corruption. The weak regulations on housing and

urbanism  and the corruption allowed the private sector to construct entire neighbourhoods without

urbanising the area and without taking into consideration the creation of  urban infrastructures. In some
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neighbourhoods we find a combination of  both practices as there was housing development combined

with the community development of  infrastructures. In the working class district of  Nou Barris, we can

find a repertoire of  informal activity during the seventies, including the self-construction of  housing

and sewage system, or the squatting of  empty spaces to create cultural centres, amongst others. These

initiatives took place through neighbourhood associations and were politically organised around the

communist and socialist parties. 

By that period Barcelona and its adjacent cities grew without a significant control by the state, and it

was not until the return of  democracy that these neighbourhoods were fully formalised or eradicated

through the action of  social policies of  the city council. The improving of  economic conditions and

the creation of  new stock of  pubic and private housing and public infrastructures (including schools,

healthcare centres, public transport and private transport infrastructures) brought the eradication of  the

existing slums and the relocation of  its inhabitants, whereas the return of  democracy brought a new

legal framework in which activities could be formalised and the growth of  public administration that

allowed for formal jobs. Another important fact for the formalisation of  activities and spaces was the

strong connection between the city council and the neighbourhood associations who had a relevant role

in the less advantaged neighbourhoods of  the city. During the eighties, many actions were developed to

create  social  policies  and  urban  infrastructures  for  these  disadvantaged  neighbourhoods  with  a

redistributive and participative policy from the city council. 

In 1986 the proclamation of  the city as the host for the 1992 Olympic Games brought a physical

transformation of  the city and an active role of  the city council in redefining the public space of  other

areas of  the city. Moreover, the celebration of  the games meant the opportunity for promoting the

economic change of  the city towards the services-economy. Despite crisis in the mid-nineties, the city

saw since then a pace of  economic growth linked to increasing visitors, new economic activities and the

modernisation of  certain industrial activities which had moved to the rest of  the region.  With the

reforms of  the  Olympic games and the increase in well-being from the second half  of  the nineties

onwards,  informal  practices  were  relegated  to  migrants  and  poor  people  concentrated  in  certain

districts. The investments in working class neighbourhoods brought an improvement of  quality of  life

through pedestrianisation of  streets, creation of  avenues and creation of  public equipments(Degen &

García, 2012; Degen, 2008). The participative model established in the 1980s brought close connection

between neighbours and the city  council  (Blackeley,  2005) which developed interventions in public

space and formalised different activities during the nineties.

By that time, informal activities in the city had decreased and all the slums were already demolished,

with a relocation of  the people living in them in other parts of  the city through social housing.  The

economic growth and the availability of  jobs in the construction and touristic sectors made informal
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economy networks less  relevant  for  the  poor,  despite  the  fact  that  the  structure  of  family-owned

companies of  the metropolitan region still gave a relevance to such networks. The governance model

allowed for strong connection between citizens and local administration, which granted the coverage of

services and a negotiation of  the uses of  public spaces. Nevertheless, as Minginone (1994) points out,

the  growth  of  services  sector  brought  an  increase  of  informal  work  as  well  as  labour  market

segmentation.  On the  other  hand,  the  increasing  popularity  of  the  city  and  its  economic  growth

brought an international migration inflow. As the poorest groups in the city, these groups of  migrants

developed informal practices as strategies for subsistence and well-being, including informal economy

networks, informal uses of  parks, gardens and public space, over occupied flats and so on. Since this

phenomenon started to take place in the end of  the nineties, the city council approached it in order to

formalise these activities, reaching agreements with communities and individuals when possible. For

instance, uses of  parks were reformulated allowing picnic areas as migrants were already using them

with this purposes. Nevertheless, in other cases, such as ambulant vendors of  copyrighted material, the

city council developed a repressive policy against migrants following pressures at higher scales. 

 Nevertheless, the model  of  participation and balancing economic growth and redistributive policies

started  to  broke  with  the  continued  economic  growth  of  the  city  and  the  pressures  for  urban

transformation by private actors. The increasing flows of  tourists and the increase of  pressures from

the real  estate sector made the city council loose their connection with citizenship  and the rise of

demands for greater self-organisation in managing public equipments. 

Poverty and informal practices in Barcelona

Rich city, poor inhabitants

As in Spain as a whole,  in Barcelona poverty and social  inequalities  have grown steadily  since the

beginning of  the economic crisis in 2008. The result is a pattern of  spatial polarisation between rich

and  poor  neighbourhoods  that  concentrate  unemployment  and  poverty,  following  the  spatial

distribution shaped in the nineteenth century (see figure 1). The burst of  the speculative bubble and the

rise in unemployment brought the rise in the number of  evictions, as many workers invested their

savings in buying a dwelling. As unemployment hit first to those employed in the construction sector,

certain working class districts such as Nou Barris in the north-east of  the city suffered specially the

effects of  the crisis, concentrating evictions, unemployment and social unrest.  As figure 1 shows, the

traditionally more affluent areas of  the city, in the south-west area (districts of  Sarrià-Sant Gervasi and

Les Corts) are between 60 % and 100 % over the average income of  the whole city, whereas working

class neighbourhoods in the Eastern part of  the city have an income 50 per cent of  the city average.
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Map 1: Family income over the Barcelona average (Barcelona = 100), 2013

Source: Own elaboration

Despite  these  trends,  Barcelona  is  less  affected  by  the  crisis  than  other  cities  such  as  Madrid  in

economic terms. The city is  a major touristic destination and shows patterns of  economic growth

which allows not having public debt. these numbers and economic performance means slightly better

situation of  the city in terms of  unemployment (19 % in front of  the 27 % of  the whole country and

the 22 % of  Catalonia) but this has little impact in terms of  diminishing social inequalities. In fact, the

austerity measures introduced at national and regional levels are affecting the quality of  services in the

city,  including healthcare, culture, education and social services. Moreover, the entrance of  a liberal

government in the city council in 2011 after 28 years of  social-democratic governance approach has

brought an increasing role of  private companies in the provision of  services and the deepening on

austerity approaches.

The growth of  austerity approaches at all levels and the growing perception of  corruption has brought

the spread of  informal practices in different fields. As we shall see, I sustain that only part of  these

practices have been politicised and transformed into social movements and that they are rooted in

former informal strategies. In fact, the arrival of  the crisis has brought an increase of  the informal
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economy in Spain and in Barcelona, especially (but not only) amongst the new urban poor. Since 2008 a

set of  practices at household and neighbourhood level have been put in motion in order to tackle the

growing social  needs in  front  of  the  situation  of  unemployment  and the end of  alternative  state

subsidies.  In  this  regard,  we can find  new forms  of  informal  work and entrepreneurship  without

formalisation3,  reciprocal  work  and  self-provisioning  activities  (including  illegal  water  and  energy

provision,  squatting  and urban gardening),   and  organisation  of  provision  of  goods  and  services

outside the market logics such as exchange markets, bank times, or social coins amongst others. 

As we have seen, the return of  democracy in Spain and the modernization of  the country meant the

eradication of  informal spaces in the city of  Barcelona, with the removal of  the remaining slums and

the provision of  social policies to improve neighbourhoods. Infrastructures created by neighbours were

formalised  and  improved  by  the  city  council,  which  established  a  local  welfare  model  based  on

redistribution from rich to poor neighbourhoods in the city, the improvement of  urban infrastructures

of  the less favoured neighbourhoods and the creation of  new equipments, including schools, cultural

and healthcare centres, libraries, etc. For citizens informal practices were linked to the social inequalities

of  the regime and as a way to overcome situations of  poverty after migration. Even though informal

economy continued to exist, the improvement of  quality of  life brought not only the abandonment

informality but also its stigmatisation, being considered something of  the poor, and its delegitimation.

Squatting, illegal provision of  water and electricity and informal uses of  public space were practices

used only by the poorest sectors of  the population, concentrated in certain neighbourhoods (such as in

the old city centre). Since the second half  of  the nineties, the arrival of  migrants brought the increase

of  these  informal  practices  as  well,  as  many  of  the  migrants  were  under  an  illegal  situation.

Nevertheless,  at  the  local  level  actions  were  taken  to  formalise  migrants'  situations,  including  the

formalisation of  their economic activities and residency. 

Generalisation and legitimisation of informal practices

With the progressive impoverishment of  the middle and working classes and the worsening of  the

political  and economic situation,  informal  practices  have been spreading.  In  a  context of  growing

structural unemployment, informal practices have been directed to ensure basic needs: water, energy

and food acquisition, basically through food collection, the creation of  food banks by neighbours in

collaboration  with  civic  associations,  and  the  illegal  connection  to  energy  and  water  networks.

3 Informal work includes the generalisation of unpaid extra working hours or fraudulent half-time contracts, as well as 
the transformation of company workers into independent workers who have to pay themselves for their own taxes as 
self-employed. The high levels of unemployment explain why  workers are accepting such conditions, while the 
increase of taxes by national government has brought self-employed to the informal economy as it is difficult for 
them to win money if they are regularised. Moreover, the existence of private debt brings also the growth of 
informal work as a way to avoid being banned by the bank. 
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Moreover, citizens have developed also informal forms of  housing, squatting empty flats and buildings

or remaining in evicted flats.  

These practices have taken place all over the city but have been concentrated specially in the poorest

neighbourhoods such as Ciutat Meridiana in Nou Barris. Moreover, informal practices have suffered a

process  of  legitimisation. Three  factors  have  made  possible  the  legitimation  process  of  informal

practices: In first place, the persistence of  the crisis and unemployment has brought citizens to look for

mechanisms of  subsistence apart  from the labour  market  mechanisms.  That means  the  growth of

informal work but also the growth of  practices of  self-provision of  resources, including energy, water

and space for a living. In second place, the imposition of  cuts and neoliberal agendas at local, regional

and national levels has brought the perception that these informal practices are legitimate forms of

resistance  in  front  of  the  cuts  and  the  political  situation.  That  links  with  the  third  element,  the

perception of  the growing inequalities and the existence of  an economic and political elite that is being

benefited  by  the  crisis.  The  perception of  corruption  amongst  the  political  class,  the  role  of  the

banking system in the crisis and the increasing role of  private actors in the managing of  basic sectors

such as water and energy supply has legitimated the practices as everyday forms of  resistance put in

motion by the poor against the established powers  (Scott, 1989). In the case of  Barcelona, the shift

from a social-democratic towards a liberal local government brought the perception that the movement

in the local 

This legitimation differs from one practice to the other. In the case of  energy and water supply, families

without resources saw rapidly that these resources were basic and that they had the right to obtain it

even if  they couldn't afford it. As a result, the generalisation of  illegal connection to the water, gas,

telephone and electricity networks has been the result of  neighbours helping each other and a process

of  collective learning. The case of  housing, is far more complicated. As in other southern European

countries,  in  Spain,  ownership  is  an  extended  practice  that  nurtured  the  speculative  bubble  of

construction since 1998. During the economic growth period, squatting was strongly stigmatized as

cheap mortgages allowed to buying a house, and the real estate sector pressured for changing the legal

framework to allow rapid evictions for those squatting a house. When the crisis started,  the media

portrayed victims of  evictions as people who has lived over their possibilities. 

The generalisation of  resistance against evictions was only possible with the social organisation of  the

affected  under  the  Platform for  the  Affected  by  the  Mortgage  (PAH).  This  platform is  strongly

organised at neighbourhood level and has progressively organised a political response to the situation,

helping  and  giving  advise  to  develop  different  informal  practices  linked  to  housing.  Its  growing

politicization has been possible because of  the lack of  political responses at national, regional and local

levels  (García  and  De  Weerdt,  2013).  One  of  the  first  and  main  tasks  of  the  PAH was  giving
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psychological support to victims showing them that they are not the responsible for their situation.

This psychological help, together with actions to stop the evictions and political campaigns of  PAH to

change the  law has brought  a  change in the legitimation of  squatting.  The fact  that dwellings are

becoming property of  banks saved with public debt and that these flats remain empty as the banks

cannot sell it due to the crisis has helped to legitimate these practices. 

Thus, informal practices have gained legitimation as a tool for subsistence and as a form of  resistance.

In  some  cases  they  have  brought  forms  of  social  organisation  and  politicisation  around  specific

projects or political movements, whereas in other cases they have remained in the informal economy

sphere  without  bringing  any  political  movement.  In  certain  neighbourhoods  of  the  city,  informal

practices have become common in daily life and they have been increasingly combined with social

protest organised through large social movements. In fact in the working class districts, neighbourhood

associations have developed a task of  politicisation of  informal practices and transforming individual

problems into social  protest,  together with  new organisations emerging from the 15M movement.

These link between old and new movements has allowed the use of  informal practices not only as

means for subsistence but also as forms of  political demand for rights. 

The  illegal  coverage  of  electricity,  water  and  gas  needs  started  as  an  immediate  solution  for

impoverished families who couldn't afford paying the bills. In poor neighbourhoods this practice has

become generalised and companies started to block access to the resources for those who couldn't pay

it. The illegal access to energy and water supply has received support from neighbourhood associations

and  platforms,  and  citizens  have  organized  a  campaign against  energy  poverty.  Associations  have

offered legal advise and legitimised the practice arguing that these are basic needs that all population

has to be covered regardless their wealth capacity. In this political discourse, the private companies with

large benefits are blamed for the situation of  the poor. These pressures have brought the city council to

approve measures against energy poverty. The main measure has been assuming the cost of  those who

cannot afford it and paying for them to companies. Nevertheless the movement has gone a step further

in its  demands,  claiming for  remunicipalisation  of  these  companies and the decommodification of

water, electricity and gas. 

Nevertheless, this politicisation and its effects on the local government is not happening with all forms

of  urban informality  in  the city.  Groups of  migrants,  specially  sub-saharan migrants,  show weaker

capacity to articulate demands and their informal activities have been repressed by the city council.

These migrants suffered the effects of  the crisis being unable to pay the rent of  the collective flats in

which they lived after  loosing their jobs.  As a result  they have been organising themselves around

informal economic activities and settling empty lots and abandoned factories in the city, mainly in the

former industrial neighbouhood of  Poblenou.  This neighbourhood suffered a radical transformation
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during the economic boom, with prospects for its transformation into the 22@ district, a knowledge-

based industries area that needed new urban developments, the creation of  technology infrastructures

and reurbanisation of  the old factory model. Thus, the project meant the physical transformation of

significant parts of  the neighbourhood but was far from being complete when the speculative bubble

burst. Buildings and old factories remained abandoned and private actors saw that price of  land started

to slow down. In this context, groups of  migrants have started to squatter old factories and plots in the

area. These settlements vary in size from family to large groups of  300 people and have also a work

dimension. 

Most  of  the  dwellers  in  factories  and  empty  lots  are  working  informally  in  the  recycling  sector,

collecting scrap, glass, paper and other waste from the whole city. Following data of  the city council, in

2013 there were more than 25 squatted factories in which more than 500 immigrants, mainly from sub-

Saharan Africa, lived and work. In fact, illegal recollection of  materials for recycling has been growing

in  the  city.  Calculations  show that  33  thousand  people  is  employed  in  the  scrap  collection,  with

increasing competitiveness as resources to recycle are limited. Besides, this activity has meant a threat

for formal companies processing metal and other materials for recycling, which pay increasing taxes for

their  work  of  collection.  Some  of  the  informal  collectors  could  formalise  their  situation  as  self-

employed but then they couldn't earn enough money if  they had to pay the official taxes4. 

This concentration of  migrants in factories started to gain notoriety after a family died in an accident in

an empty lot where they had built their informal housing, and then the city council took measures to

avoid its growth. With the official argument of  ensuring health conditions, the city council started a

program to avoid the creation of  a slum in Poblenou based on relocating dwellers and giving them

support for their integration in formal labour market. Nevertheless the plan was flawed in different

points. First, in most cases migrants couldn't participate fully in the program as they have not a regular

situation after loosing their job. Secondly, the relocation plans foresees only a temporal relocation and

then they become again homeless.  Thirdly, and most relevant, these spaces are not only spaces for

living but also spaces for developing an economic activity. 

It is relevant to show how in this case, city council did not select negotiation or mediation but moved

the question to the field of  social policies, providing individual and temporal solutions to dwellers,

which  solved  the  problem of  facing  with  a  collective  actor.  The  solutions  were  mainly  based  on

providing dwellers of  factories the use of  social  services facilities for a limited space of  time, and

giving advise to regularise their situation.  For dwellers this solution meant weakening the collective

organisation  on one hand and loosing  the  sources  of  income in  the  informal  sector,  which  were

collecitve. In fact, the collective organisation of  scrap collection and processing in this old factories has

4 All data on scrap collectors provided by the Collector's guild of Catalonia
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become very professional. One of  the larger factories existing (evicted in July 2013)  had 300 dwellers

and 700 workers worked in the scrap processing, collecting metal  pieces, glass, paper, and processing

complex elements5. 

 These groups of  migrants have received increasing support from civil society, with the creation of  the

network supporting the settlements and other neighbourhood initiatives to fight for migrants' rights.

Nevertheless, the tolerance with this collectives and their informal practices has been much weaker as

they are already disempowered. Migrants strategies have been developing actions to resist with the legal

support of  these associations and neighbours and trying to formalise their collective economic activity,

something that could solve also their legal status. Thus, several migrants have proposed the creation of

cooperatives of  scrap collectors and to operate into a legal status. Even though the city council has

rejected this  possibility,  metropolitan authorities  have  given support  to them, allowing at  least  the

creation of  one large cooperative of  migrants. 

 Thus, the comparison of  the use of  empty spaces by migrants and by local  residents shows that

informal practices are selectively and unevenly allowed or tolerated, depending on the use and on the

role of  mobilised neighbours,  and that different policy instruments are selected to deal with political

issues depending on the subjects. Whereas the creation of  community gardens or self-managed cultural

centres has been tolerated, negotiatied and meditaed,  the creation of  cooperatives for scrap collection

and the allocation of  migrants in abandoned factories has been out of  the agenda, mainly due to the

fear of  growing informal settlements in the area. 

Conclusions
This article has briefly described the main trends towards informalisation in Barcelona and Berlin and

its impact in the shaping of  the city  and its governance.  As we have seen,  in both cities  informal

practices  have  emerged  as  a  way  to  counterbalance  the  effects  of  the  crisis  and/or  the  lack  of

opportunities. Nevertheless, whereas Berlin has used extensively informality as a way not only to shape

but also to promote the city, in Barcelona informal practices were seen as something linked to the poor,

and the development of  the democratic state apparatus, together with progressive local policies allowed

for public redistribution rather than informal practices based on reciprocity. Nevertheless,  with the

crisis there has been a re-emergence of  these practices, that were being used only by the poorest sector

of  the  society  (especially  migrants).  In  impoverished  neighbourhoods  we  find  squatting,  illegal

connection to water and energy systems, the creation of  exchange markets and the creation of  self-

managed food banks,  amongst  others.  As  crisis  and austerity  policies  remain,  these  practices  have

5 During a two hours fieldwork observation, a car was scrapped in two hours taking profit of all of its parts by a team 
of 10 workers. 
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become increasingly politicised with movements demanding for resources as basic rights. This is seen as

legitimate claim as Barcelona is a city with surplus and continued economic growth and increasing

social inequalities.

Despite the local  administration rejects all  these informal practices,  they are more or less tolerated

depending on the force of  citizens organised collectively.  In some cases, as in housing and energy

provision,  the  city  council  has  reached  agreements  with  neighbours  in  order  to  formalise  some

situations and to hinder social unrest. In other cases, such as the slum dwellers of  Poblenou, there is

less tolerance and negotiation capacity with the city council, that offers only individual solutions for the

dwellers and rejects recognizing their economic activities. These differences depend on the existence of

strong neighbourhood associations and civic life in impoverished neighbourhoods with long histories

of  social movements in front of  new groups of  migrants that are weakly connected with the reality of

the city.  Moreover, these migrants are not recognised as citizens and their unrest does not have an

immediate effect on the political agenda or electoral results. Thus, even though their practices become

politicised as well,  they are strongly repressed and have a minor impact in the city.  This  contrasts

strongly with informal uses of  spaces that are being fostered by neighbours in the impoverished areas

of  the city creating community gardens, exchange markets and squatted buildings. In this practices the

city council has a much more active role in mediating between private owners and the groups involved

in these practices.
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