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The city of  Barcelona evokes a contrasting range of  images. Many 
know it as a hip city on the sea, famed for its paella and flamenco, and its 
rich street life. But anyone who follows the news will also recall the mas-
sive assemblies in occupied plazas, protests against mortgage foreclo-
sures, and more than a couple incidents of  heavy rioting, including a 
week of  uninterrupted street fighting last May that forced City Hall to 
cancel the eviction of  the 17-year-old squatted social center, Can Vies, a 
fait accompli since the building had already been retaken and the demoli-
tion equipment torched by rioters.

There is in fact an intimate relationship between these two distinct 
facets of  the city. Continued economic growth in Barcelona despite the 
crisis that is hammering Spain, with unemployment reaching up to 26%, 
relies on a dynamic process of  gentrification that is violently remaking 
the city. Far from a typical case of  urban renewal, the renovation of  Bar-

Precarity in Paradise: the Barcelona model 1

Fusing gentrification, technology, tourism and anti-terrorism, the Barcelona 
model of  urban redevelopment has sparked an upsurge of  popular resistance.

Peter Gelderloos

1 Le texte complet, publié le 28 juin 2015, se trouve dans Roar Magazine, 
https://roarmag.org/essays/precarity-in-paradise-the-barcelona-model/. Une 
traduction approximative en français a été réalisée par Bus Stop Presse, Mar-
seille, en 2018 (disponible au CIRA et sur le site Bibliothèque anarchiste, https://
fr.theanarchistlibrary.org/library/peter-gelderloos-precarite-au-paradis).
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celona enjoys international investment and heavy central planning that 
blurs the traditional distinctions between industry and tourism, work and 
leisure, good jobs and precarious ones, strategically playing to the city’s 
strengths and turning crisis into bonanza.

The San Francisco Model
“Marca Barcelona,” the Barcelona Brand, as the city government of-

ten calls it, is innovative, but it is not sui generis. The original urban labo-
ratory in which the model being deployed in Barcelona first took on a 
recognizable form is San Francisco. Ironically, it was probably San Fran-
cisco’s status as a rough and gritty haven for street culture that made it 
interesting for the yuppies of  Silicon Valley. Over the course of  decades, 
counterculture was turned into cultural capital, and the city became a 
playground for the employees of  Google, Facebook, Twitter, and other 
IT firms.

This playground, however, is not the typical service sector zone desi-
gned to capture the salaries distributed by an adjacent large employer, like 
the towns of  bars and strip clubs that invariably border army bases. Pe-
rhaps the most significant element of  this new economy is that the play-
ground is first and foremost a productive model. As intelligent and ruth-
less as the tech sector is, does anyone really think they would ever let their 
employees stop working? Far from it: the days of  punching the clock and 
going home are over.

Just as cellphones nefariously increase worker productivity by forcing 
all of  us to be perpetually on call, IT employees are increasingly being 
centralized in culturally stimulating neighborhoods where they can socia-
lize with other yuppies, display their gadgets, and brainstorm ever newer 
applications for the latest technologies. They are not always on the clock, 
but they are intended to take their work home with them. The playgro-
unds where they frolic, therefore, need to have the infrastructural bac-
king to interface with the new apps that make up a large part of  econo-
mic production today, and they also need the social and cultural allure 
that make such apps exciting, both for their designers and their consu-
mers. These can include apps for dating, finding hip restaurants and 
clubs, and linking people with shared hobbies. A city that doesn’t cater to 
a wide range of  hobbies, that doesn’t have good infrastructure, and that 
doesn’t boast first rate cuisine and night life won’t be able to attract the 
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brightest young minds necessary for growth in the tech sector, nor will it 
inspire them to keep producing all around the clock. Just as work and 
leisure are fused, cultural production, material production, and intellec-
tual production become indistinguishable.

[…]

Barcelona’s Precarity Advantage
For a couple years already, Spanish newspapers have been talking 

about a “technology axis” linking San Francisco, Barcelona, and Israel. 
This triumvirate has not yet gained international recognition. Longstan-
ding powerhouses like London and Berlin may be seen as the frontrun-
ners for the third jewel in the worldwide IT crown. Meanwhile, the two 
recognized giants don’t appear to acknowledge any additional rivals. Ac-
cording to Jonathan Medved, CEO of  Israeli venture captial firm, Our-
Crowd, Silicon Valley and Israel constitute “a duopoly and everyone else 
is eating our dust.”

Naturally, this grim prognosis won’t keep cities around the world from 
competing for international IT investment. Barcelona’s position is by no 
means secure, but the city elite have made a convincing bid, developing a 
strategy that plays to their strengths rather than blindly trying to copy the 
San Francisco model. The model they have deployed could very well 
prove influential for other cities whose fortunes are far from guaranteed, 
but which are waging serious campaigns for international capital.

For decades, Barcelona was a city where one could expect to see that 
played-out showdown between industry and tourism. On the one hand, 
the Catalan capital has long been Spain’s undisputed manufacturing center. 
On the other, located on the Mediterranean, boasting a lively street culture, 
and famed for its cuisine, Barcelona has exercised an increasingly potent 
draw on the tourism market, both within Europe and internationally.

Which sector would win out? After all, industry does not fulfill the 
aesthetic expectations demanded of  a tourist paradise, and it also tends 
to create stable, long-term jobs and employee expectations that are not 
all compatible with the hyper-precarious labor needs of  tourism.

The solution has instead been to fuse tourism and industry, following 
the pattern laid down in the San Francisco model that make work and 
leisure, cultural, material, and intellectual productivity indistinguishable.

[…]
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Barcelona is also shifting its conception of  tourism. Tourist destina-
tions have typically opted for a parasitic strategy, trying to woo monied 
working families and college students from places where the supposedly 
real economic production takes place. Such economies are entirely ter-
tiary, dependent on the fortunes of  economic cycles they play no part in. 
But instead of  waiting for vacationers from Germany or the US and resi-
gning themselves to the cyclical drought of  the off  season, the Barcelona 
elite are increasingly trying to attract tourists of  a different kind: trade 
fairs and the delegates they bring, voluntary expatriates, yuppies and their 
startups, and tech geeks on work-vacation.

Barcelona has no Google, no Apple, no Facebook, and it is unlikely to 
ever create one. How can it hope to establish itself  as an IT giant? By 
playing to its cultural capital and its precarity advantage. The city has 
what it takes to attract intellectual capital. Beaches, good food, attractive 
weather, an exciting night life, a wide range of  outdoor hobbies, and a 
more engaging, exotic counterculture even than Berlin, Barcelona can 
bring the yuppies. But tech workers alone are not enough to create an IT 
powerhouse, which is why the city elite are busily building themselves a 
special niche, and this is where the Barcelona model differs from its Cali-
fornia predecessor. With increasing success, Barcelona is branding itself  
as an ideal location for work/play, complementing rather than replacing 
the existing giants.

The first element are the trade fairs. Important gatherings, the trade 
fairs encourage networking among the global delegates of  a given indus-
try, allowing them to show off  their products and make new contacts. 
But they are also meant to have an element of  fun. No one wants to go 
to a trade fair in Des Moines. Barcelona is not only a city with pizazz, it 
is also a site of  innovation in IT and other industries. Barcelona is the 
number one city worldwide in the number of  conference delegates it 
hosts (in fact 40% of  visitors who overnight in the city come to town for 
an international event), and the third ranked city worldwide in the num-
ber of  international conferences. Its most important fair is the Mobile 
World Congress, which is the largest cellphone and app trade fair in the 
world. The Congress is a source of  resentment, and in past years it has 
been targeted by protests or even partially interrupted by riots. Though 
many people rely on the economic activity associated with the MWC, the 
jobs generated are temporary and stressful, and the thousands of  dele-
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gates who attend occupy the city with a grand sense of  entitlement. Like 
any macro-event, the Congress also entails a heavy police presence and 
extreme security measures, imposed on adjacent neighborhoods and on 
its own workforce. This year the police blacklisted at least a dozen people 
who had already been hired to work the fair. Mostly anarchists, many of  
those on the blacklist did not have any criminal records, and none of  
them had been arrested for anything that would present a legitimate se-
curity concern for temp workers. Nonetheless, the Catalan police are in 
charge of  security at the Fira, the large complex that hosts the major 
trade fairs in Barcelona, and they reserve the right to impose whatever 
conditions they wish.

To host a trade fair, a city needs a great deal of  disposable, precarious 
labor. The Mobile World Congress employs over twelve thousand people 
every year, most of  them for just over a week, often working them 14 
hours a day. The only people who would work in such conditions are 
those who live month to month and, lacking stable employment, have to 
take whatever job they can get. With youth employment around 50%, 
Barcelona has that kind of  labor pool. Additionally, trade fairs require a 
city with a lot of  hotels and a developed service sector, with plenty of  
restaurants and entertainment options. In Barcelona, the restaurants are 
one of  the major employers for young people, and the hotel guild is the 
local economic kingpin. Barcelona also has a high concentration of  
mostly immigrant sex workers, and it isn’t often mentioned that many 
trade fair delegates come with the intention of  exploiting that labor pool 
as well.

A second element are work-vacations. Telecommuting is especially 
common in the tech sector, and increasingly, telecommuting doesn’t 
mean working from home, but from anywhere there’s a good wifi connec-
tion. Incidentally, l’Ajuntament, Barcelona’s City Hall, was one of  the 
first municipalities to install citywide wireless, and the free access network 
will soon be extended to public transportation. Many people now come 
to Barcelona for a month or two to divide their time between working 
from a café—or better yet, the café’s streetside terrace—and going to 
clubs or hanging out at the beach. This growth sector is fueling the pro-
liferation of  short-term apartment rentals that are filling up the many 
vacant flats left over from Barcelona’s real estate bubble. In fact, the hotel 
guild has felt so threatened by this new form of  mid-term residency that 
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they are demanding l’Ajuntament crack down on all the illegal (read: 
unregulated) “tourist apartments.” Several new companies are filling in 
the void, specializing in such rentals.

[…]
Parallel to both the trade fairs and the work-vacations are the cultural 

festivals, which can play a role in encouraging industrial expansion and 
also attract productive vacationers. Barcelona has over 223 international 
events confirmed through 2021, and it recently won out over Berlin, Pa-
ris, and Rome to be the new seat of  the Hard Rock Festival. It also boasts 
dozens of  sporting events, music, art, and theater festivals, craft fairs, 
homebrewing, culinary, and wine conventions, as well as a network of  43 
public markets that receive more than 60 million visitors a year (in fact 
the 9th International Public Markets Conference, with representative 
from 120 cities, was hosted this March in Barcelona).

A third and important element of  the new, productive tourism are the 
startups. Wired UK declared the city one of  “Europe’s hottest startup 
capitals”. With eight prestigious universities (including two of  Spain’s 
three best) and a highly rated business school, Barcelona hopes to culti-
vate local talent, and with its tourist attractions, to entice tech workers 
from around the world to become “voluntary expatriates,” moving to the 
city for a few years in order to realize a creative, business-oriented pro-
ject. With its low prices and governmental support, it has also been win-
ning IT entrepreneurs away from saturated markets like Silicon Valley. 
Cost of  living is much lower, with rents often a fifth of  what one finds in 
San Francisco, New York, or London, so the initial costs for a startup are 
correspondingly lower. And if  the business expands, there is a large pool 
of  qualified personnel looking for jobs, and the new hands come cheap. 
According to one blog for expat entrepreneurs, “technical expertise [in 
Spain] can cost a quarter of  what it would in Silicon Valley”.

L’Ajuntament is still marketing Barcelona as a “Smart City,” a city 
where the new information technologies are not only developed, but 
immediately put into practice, boasting the responsiveness, the flexibility, 
and the willingness to mold the urban terrain and the lives of  its inhabi-
tants to interface more compliantly with all the new communications, 
consumer, transport, networking, and surveillance apps. Both a marke-
ting scheme and a technology growth sector, the Smart City showcases a 
number of  methods for mollifying the plebs, using communications 
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technologies and the novelty they still command to create the illusion of  
citizen participation (similar to how comments sections were once sup-
posed to revolutionize the news media). One example, mobileID, is a 
smartphone app that lets citizens securely access government websites, 
consult the census, copy tax documents, locate polling places on election 
day, and find where their car has been towed to, as the official Smart City 
website proudly explains.

[…]

A New Logic of  Gentrification
Giants like Apple, Google, and Samsung will continue to shape the IT 

universe and the global economy for the foreseeable future. Rather than 
trying to compete with them, l’Ajuntament has cultivated a niche that 
complements them, a breeding ground for the startups that develop 
many of  the apps and innovations that fill in the technological frontiers 
opened up by the likes of  Google; and a meeting ground for the finan-
ciers and developers desperate for a break from the comparatively dreary 
climes of  San Francisco, New York, and London.

Unlike those other cities, Barcelona can boast a cheap yet increasingly 
qualified intellectual workforce, and an even cheaper service sector wil-
ling to cater to all the gastronomic, cultural, and entertainment whims of  
the yuppies and trade delegates. A historical problem for capitalism has 
been that crucial industrial sectors have often had to be rewarded with 
privileges and stability that eventually constitute obstructions to their 
exponentially expanding exploitation. In the IT sector, however, we can 
observe a highly precarious form of  labor (temporary contracts, few or 
no labor rights) that is also highly remunerated, and Barcelona is ex-
ploiting this phenomenon to the max. Taking advantage of  its low cost 
of  living on the one hand, and the saturation of  more prominent centers 
of  IT employment on the other, it can offer a locale where potentially 
surplus IT workers can be enticed to engage in their high value produc-
tion for wages that are relatively low in their field.

And they have wed this highly paid precarious labor to the lowly paid 
precarious labor of  the service sector. Another bonus of  the Barcelona 
model is that it won’t cause real estate prices and cost of  living to rise as 
sharply, as has been the case with the economic expansion in San Fran-
cisco, London, and other cities. Traditional gentrification, as measured by 
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rising rents, would make Barcelona culturally moribund, and force either 
rising wages or labor shortages in the service sector, as the restaurant, 
hotel, and shop workers could no longer afford to live nearby. The resul-
ting crunch would constitute a threat to the whole cycle of  accumulation, 
with the excess generation of  wealth threatening to devalue the very 
wealth created.

The concept of  gentrification was originally developed to describe a 
process of  displacement in which market and government mechanisms 
allowed a higher economic class to appropriate the neighborhood of  a 
lower economic class, the original example being working-class London 
districts like Islington. In my mind, the fundamental element is one of  
collective loss and powerlessness. However, in the study of  gentrifica-
tion, rising rents—the most easily quantifiable mechanism that can impel 
the process—often becomes a stand-in for gentrification itself, oversha-
dowing the strategic dimensions of  state planning, and ignoring ques-
tions of  neighborhood collective identity and self-organization. If  the 
neighborhood is lost without rents rising, is it still gentrification?

That question is particularly pertinent in Barcelona, where the crisis 
and the popping of  the real estate bubble have actually led to rents falling 
some years (although not necessarily relative to wages). Formerly prole-
tarian Poble Nou has been filled with cafés for tourists on their way to 
the beach, and an entire chunk of  the neighborhood was taken over for 
22@; immigrant and working class Raval and Casc Antic are being ra-
vaged by hipsters, brought in by cultural events, new museums, aggres-
sive construction projects, trendy bars, and vegan restaurants; Barcelo-
neta, once a fishing village, has been turned into an appendage of  the 
beach, with homes being converted into short-term rentals and neigh-
bors forced to endure the endless hordes of  vacationers; Poble Sec has 
been declared a shopping zone for the tourists debarking from the cruise 
ships in the nearby port, and in the other neighborhoods empty apart-
ments are being bought up by or rented out to vacationers from northern 
Europe and North America. Parks and plazas that neighbors won after 
hard-fought battles, resisting the out-of-control construction boom of  
the ’80s and ’90s, have been taken over by bars and restaurants, greedily 
extending their private terraces into public space (and paying l’Ajunta-
ment, of  course, for permits).

[…]
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Despite the half-measures, many residents feel that their city has been 
taken over by tourism, a sentiment that fueled the outrage made manifest 
in the Can Vies riots last May. Though according to the media, only one 
squatted social center was at stake, the thousands of  people who took to 
the streets, fought with police, and set fire to construction equipment, 
spoke loudly and frequently about diametrically opposed models of  the 
city: the model designed to generate profit and ensure social control, 
imposed by distant investors and l’Ajuntament; and the model proposed 
and put into practice through direct action by the neighbors themselves, 
based on housing for all, autonomous social centers, self-organized parks 
and gardens, free, high-quality healthcare, education, and transport, non-
commodified culture, and neighborhood assemblies.

The rioters had so much support, they forced l’Ajuntament to back 
down, cancelling the eviction of  Can Vies. But since it was never about 
one social center, the real battle has only been postponed.

[…]
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CIRA
Centre international de recherches sur l’anarchisme

Avenue de Beaumont 24 | 1012 Lausanne
arrêt M2 CHUV | www.cira.ch

ATAB : All Tourists Are Bastards ! Slogan réducteur 
ou réalité indépassable indépendamment des tentatives 
de tourisme vert, différent, responsable, décroissant, de 
proximité, voire militant ?

Un recueil de textes pour lancer la réflexion en vue de 
la discussion au CIRA le 29 octobre 2019.

Groupe de lectures du CIRA

- La coordination Center Parcs : Ni ici, Ni ailleurs, « Le 
tourisme, face cachée du dérèglement climatique » 
(De tout bois n° 11, été 2019).
- « Le tourisme est le résultat d’une ingénierie sociale. 
Interview de l’Office de l’antitourisme » (De tout bois 
n° 11, été 2019).
- Cyrille, « Le tourisme ou la mort ? Divagation dans le 
Queyras » (Nunatak, n° 2, automne/hiver 2017-18).
- Peter Gelderloos, « Precarity in Paradise : the 
Barcelona model » (Roar Magazine, 2015)


