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A public space agenda

for contemporary Iberian cities

Jodo Pedro T. A Costa
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The first part of the book meets nine different projects, accomplished in
the Iberian Peninsula throughout the last ten years, presenting transit
paths as a common characteristic. As quality projects, their common
presentation justifies a previous reflection about this transit path typol-
ogy, both theoretically and applied to the projects: their programs and
objectives; their relation to the sites; their capacities as new public
spaces and their architectonic and vegetation options. Being an old pro-
gram - e.g. the Roman axis landscapes — transit paths acquired much
more complexity on postindustrial urban areas, in regeneration interven-
tions associated to train, car, or tram infrastructure corridors, neighbor-
hoods, waterfronts, water lines, defensive walls, cycling or pedestrian
promenades.

As a first idea on its characteristics, transit paths might be simply under-
stood as a way through and into a target space, linking node areas. A
transit path is a connection space, which tends to have a linear form; but
it might also include a transversal linking structure, joining its former dis-
connected sides, such as opposite urban tissues divided by infrastruc-
tures. The dominating longitudinal fluxes should therefore also consider
located transversal connections; otherwise, a barrier effect might be con-
tinued or created. It is clearly circulation filigree, although it might be, on
specific moments, a space to stay; thus, depending on the perspective, a
"space in between" or a "space in transit', but also a space in itself, inter-
acting with some border types and being adapted to specific site charac-
teristics.

Due to its structural dimension, transit paths become an opportunity to
reinforce local identity under quality patterns. Crossing spaces can there-
fore, become simultaneously site upgrades, considering multiple orien-
tations; projects have decisions to make, both on the program and func-
tional sphere, as well as architectonic options.

In fact, the sense on the decision when to assume a low profile interven-



tion, with emphasis on the existing characteristics of the site, and when
to assume a stronger impact, generating a new identity in the area, is a
key decision. Theoretically, a more neutral role should be assumed when
the site landscape has itself much to offer; a more "communicative" lan-
guage is in need, when the site really needs it, The application of this
principle to public spaces can be observed in different approaches, such
as, in some cases, the use of local building materials and vegetation spe-
cies, and the reuse of former elements in the new spaces, reinforcing the
memory of its former activities —e.g., industrial pieces, ports, fishing or
water elements. Some proposals have the sensitivity to develop mini-
malist projects, focus on detail, and reinforce site characteristics; on the
contrary, uncharacterized areas might better receive "exogenous” archi-
tecture and landscape languages, new projects speak loudly. At this
level, a less careful project decision might generate good architecture
objects and interesting landscapes on the wrong site. On both cases, to
intervene on public space is about projecting the emptiness, carefully
creating the adequate environmental characteristics, not only fulfilling it
with unnecessary objects and building structures.

Also, due to its structural dimension, transit paths are opportunities to
upgrade city infrastructures, not only accessibilities, but also water drain-
age systems, green networks, cycling and pedestrian networks, public
facilities and local commerce integration. It might even become a first
step to start an urban rehabilitation processes within the urban shores
and qualify heritage buildings and infrastructure elements; commonly,
back stores and dirty facades benefit from unexpected new high quality
public spaces.

The integration of infrastructure and mechanic elements with the natu-
ral and urban landscape is another common issue for transit paths.
Technology and nature can live well together, although depending on a
specific resolution in each case. Also frequently, transit paths meet heri-
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Montjuic Heights
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tage elements, such as urban areas, buildings, or architectonic remains.
In these cases, a particular agenda introduces new project issues, such
as its eventual need of protection, the valorization of the archeological
site, its understanding as part of the urban context and the introduction
of communication elements.

Finally, transit paths also deal with time. Public spaces are not supposed
to have the same maintenance attention as buildings, so they have to
consider adaptation to aspects as the climate or the multifunctional
public use. How the proposals can deal with time becomes a central
question, since the book presents images of "just finished" works. One
must imagine the same area after two winters and summers, after peo-
ple's appropriation; some of the projects or their elements will change,
adopting a final form which might not correspond exactly to the initial
one.

Therefore, let's apply some of these conceptual issues to the presented
projects on transit paths.

The Montjuic Heights in Barcelona, by Forgas Arquitectes, is a cohesive
structure, allowing accessibility to this part of the mountain. It deals with
the difficulties of topography, crossing the mountain at a mid level. By
adopting a spine structure, the project reinforces.the importance of
transversal fingers, by introducing reflective moments and allowing pan-
oramic view-points over the port and the sea, located bellow. Building
with nature on topography obliges to mix the direct stairs corridor with
a dancing structure of ramps, continuously crossing it. A special atten-
tion was made to the detail, e.g.,, the concrete surface treatment, adopt-
ing different solutions to provide a better friction on this inclined walk-
ing space.

Tram Line 1 Landscaping in Serra Grossa, Spain, by José Maria Urzelai
Ferndndez and Eduardo de Miguel Arbonés, is a very clear example of
local integration through the increase of existing site identity elements.



Being a longitudinal pedestrian space, splinted between a tram line and
a car waterfront corridor, the project seamed a prolongation of the
mountain to the borders of the infrastructure, as if no architect was
needed and the mountain itself created the space. The local sedimen-
tary stone prevails on this very sensitive public space: in the mountain,
on its rustic form, but also in the bridges, built structures, pavements,
ramps and walls, through concrete and stone constructions, naturally
receiving the local pine tree vegetation and urban furniture. Integrated
in the strong stone natural color, the infrastructure impact almost disap-
pears. A balance between a "game of ramps', both to circulate natural
spaces, combined with the creation of spaces to sit and stay, character-
izes the project. The less integrated element is part of the infrastructure
itself: tram stations design obeys to logics of continuity, not to the site's
specific characterization. In the detail, as Mies van der Rohe would like,
we clearly understand the presence of the architect. The ramps and plat-
forms do not directly touch the mountain; it is separated by a transition
space; a longitudinal corridor in a lower shadow, solving the water drain-
age, or an "in-the-between" area filled with rolled stones.

The Castelo Novo's Castle in Portugal, by Comoco Arquitectos, starts
with a respect for the site, proposing a light structure orientated for spe-
cific objectives: the visitors reception and the circuit of functional distri-
bution, as if the granite stone basis of the mountain was a beach dune
with sensitive vegetation, proposing to pedestrians to walk above it. The
building elements, black painting and corten steam, are light and
removable structures, prevailing the intention of identifying the differ-
ences between the preexistent remains and the new project; it adopts,
therefore, within its general organization, the principals of the Venice
Chart, Perhaps the option for corten finishing on some metal surfaces
unnecessarily generates a very strong object, imposing itself to the pre-
existent elements which it is supposed to serve. On the contrary, to
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achieve the same goal, black steel circulation elements maintain a more
neutral impact on the site.

The Electric Ramps at the Old Center in Vitoria-Gasteiz, by Roberto Ercilla
and Miguel Angel Campo, deal with a clear concentrically historical area,
located on a small topographic hill, focusing on the transversal urban
structures, the "cantons”. The project consists of a public circuit, connect-
ing its core to both sites, covered with a steel skeleton and glass. The
objective of increasing accessibility introduces a three layer question on
the relation of the project with the site. First of all, the presence of
mechanic ramps on historical sites: it is an acceptable option, since its
historical characteristic can not be frozen in the past and those are also
present and future areas. The question should be reoriented, focusing on
site relation with the urban heritage values: how to combine the uni-
form inclination of the mechanic ramps with the variable inclination of
the streets? Should the new structure be placed above the preexistent
public space structure, leaving it legible bellow, or should it interfere
with it, breaking it by excavating its middle section? Second, there’s the
question of covering the ramps: attending to the winter conditions of
the city, it is also a valid option, allowing a comfortable use on rainy
days. Again, the question should not be the "what’, but the "how": the
ability of the project to achieve a good solution, as an object, but also as
an integrated element on the valuable site. The third and most contro-
versial one is the guestion of making it an interior space, in spite of hav-
ing some transversal respiration: what could be a quality comfort during
the winter might also be uncomfortable in the summer, being very diffi-
cult to achieve a balanced solution. But it's not only a comfort issue and,
again, the "how" factor becomes central. In this case, being interesting
as a sculpture object; the intensity of the structural steel elements clearly
shortens the relation with the immediate urban environment; when
inside, prevails a corridor lecture, a tube. Viewed from outside, the cover-



ing structure dominates the street; the perspective of an architecture
project prevails, as if it was a building and not public space. Being so, the
project's intention of camouflaging the machine engine, bringing more
attention to the site wasn't achieved; however, on the contrary, the skel-
eton structure generated a strongest object, competing with it. Again,
the time question must be asked: what will happen when the glass isn't
crystalline anymore, but brown with everyday dust?

Historic Center of Banyoles by Josep Mias MiAS Arquitectes, successfully
combines urbanism and public space project, applied into practice. It
generates a sensitive rule for the design of the streets and squares, by
adopting the local travertine stone, opening some areas of the water
system and innovating the pavement design details and urban ele-
ments. Historical buildings, public space stone and sand are all the same
material with different configurations, marking the city's landscape iden-
tity. This strong common rule allows some exception moments, which
occur both by introducing urban infrastructure and furniture, and in the
design of the pavement pieces: conceived in detail, it verifies small
located "incidents", physical events on the ground which generate local
spaces, including the presence of the water elements, not in a decora-
tive form, but as part of the city's living system.

Seafront of Benidorm by OAB - Office of Architecture in Barcelona, is
inspired by an abstract linear curve combination and a color composi-
tion. It generates a new waterfront profile, integrating a city promenade,
a system of ramps, a curve wall and a beach wooden platform, in con-
tact with the sand. Together with the force of the curve composition,
which generates the spaces, the introduction of a color palette gives the
promenade a strong presence in the city seafront, simultaneously allow-
ing the local identification of its parts. This option of the authors, with
the project assuming "a life of its own", can be understood within the
city context: a massive industry of leisure and tourism, with an extremely
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high density, built through the repetition of modern buildings' blocks
and towers. Confronted with a lack of quality of the architecture environ-
ment, the public space project tries to generate a new image, a new
identity element for the city's most important space. The detail tries to
continue the project's concept, e.g., when the ceramic piece uses a cir-
cular pattern. Considering the vegetation options, groups of palm trees
mark the platform along the car infrastructure corridor, the same existing
on the beach. In the residual spaces of the curves composition they are
combined with other species. The lack of shadow characterizes this
pedestrian corridor, emphasizing its circulation characteristic and not
encouraging staying areas.

The Intervention of the Medieval City Walls in Zamora by Julio Pérez
Dominguez and Daniel Ferndndez- Carracedo Pérez, is a project within
an archeological context. Having as objective the qualification of the
existing wall remains, it questions the heritage agenda. In this case, no
special protection was needed for the heritage piece; it could simply be
part of the space. The archeological site integrates complete extensions
of the near wall so public communication elements were needed for an
educational function. Undoubtedly, the handling of the side facades of
the neighbor buildings with the informative tiles was a successful
option. The project attempts to make the archeological site into the
main focus of the area. The new architectonic piece, as interesting as it
is, seems to impose to the place a new unnecessary order; the ramp is a
simple aesthetic element, being easier to use the existent path; the
shadow structure also seems decorative. Could it be that the place and
the archeological remains needed such a strong structure? Or should it
have appealed for a more minimal intervention, giving room to the
archeological piece?

The Guimaraes House Landscape Design by Pitdgoras Arquitectos,
designs a private garden by combining a pedestrian promenade with a
car access upstream. The single plot sloping orientates the project



guidelines, looking for a gentle way to the car accessibility and for a
more direct access to pedestrians. A second orientation seems to be the
respect and maintenance of the preexistent natural landscape, domi-
nated by the trees' density and the earth presence. The intervention
introduces the path ways, a water circuit — ending on a small lake down-
stream, some grass areas, and a game of walls built on corten steam.
Maybe its strangest moments are the treatment of the fountain and the
bridge over the lake, when the white stone and the gray painted steel
are introduced on the site; both constitute unnecessary strange ele-
ments, starting to seem like a catalogue of materials and textures and
breaking the identity built on the rest of this exterior space.

Finally, the Masterplan for the Coastal Road in Leca da Palmeira, by
Alvaro Siza, constitutes a public space and accessibility infrastructure
intervention on a site where the architect had some important projects
of the beginning of its carrier, e.g. the Tea House of Boa Nova. As he
teaches us to do, Siza understood the site in its all dimensions and pro-
vides a very sensitive intervention by respecting its characteristics, e.g.
integrating the sea rocks, or using local materials such as the granitic
stone — which also resists well to the aggression of the maritime condi-
tion and the hardest uses of public space. He combines the need to dis-
cipline the traffic flows with the attractiveness of the pedestrian prome-
nade. Locally, introduces car parking areas and integrates seafront uses
such as the restaurant and the sea tides swimming pool. The detail is a
key moment of its project, e.g., the careful design of the stone on pave-
ments and urban furniture or the introducing of lighting. In this project,
the new landscape clearly reflects the senses of the local ocean shore-
line, being the grass areas the single strange element.

Nevertheless, there's nothing better than inviting the readers to have
their own considerations regarding the nine transit path quality projects
presented, examples of a public space agenda for contemporary cities.

Jodo Pedro T. A Costa
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platform foundation under construction
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The intervention is realized in an area placed at the foot of the
hillside of the Serra Grossa in the city of Alicante. It is a space
with a great landscaping potential, whose character is clearly
defined by its industrial past. The spectacular cuts of the moun-
tain are the reflection of the numerous extractions carried out
in a quarry placed there years ago, and the marks above the
rock display the traces of the former warehouses of CAMPSA,
that once belonged to the old refinery La Britdnica, that was
running until 1966.

The industrial complex, addressed to warehousing, distribution
and utilization of materials derived from crude oil, consisted of
one part of its installations placed on the surface and the rest
placed underground, organized by tunnels and galleries digged
in the rock that allowed its access and arrangement. The under-
ground factory was distributed around a large central space
with a rectangular shape that acted as a entrance hall. It con-
sists of three main galleries, one central that distributes both
sides to spaces of circular plant of 20 meters of diameter, and
two perimetral galleries that access also to circular plant spaces
of 12 meters of diameter. These three galleries intersect with
seven secondary galleries in order to create a grid that allows
the access to the spacious and vaulted spaces that once
accommodated different petrol tanks.

The project emerges as a consequence of the construction of
the tram line 1 when it passes trough the Serra Grossa. The
development of this infrastructure meant the suitable opportu-
nity to restructure an abandonded place in a space for the pub-
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lic use, approachable to the population and capable of recon-
sider the value of the fo'rgotten remains in order to recover a
magnificient hidden heritage. It is an intervention of minimum
things in order not to destroy the character of this land.

First of all it is proposed as the restructure of the old quarry in a
park that, acting as a hinge between the urban center of the
city of Alicante and the Serra Grossa, and is able to transform
this strategic space, nowadays obsolete, in a space accessible
and suitable to the development of different kinds of public
activities through the restoration and the reconsideration of
the value of the industrial heritage existing in this place, an
impressive cylindrical tank built-in the mountain of approxi-
mately 40 meters of diameter and the underground installa-
tions described before. On the other hand, the construction of
the halt in la Sangueta, allows the creation of a wooden plaza
that shows the beginning of an esplanade that covers the
space between the railway tracks and the impressive stone wall
of the mountain. The materials used in the project look for the
integration into the environment: the walls and the pavements
use a rough, harsh and light-colored concrete, dry-stone
masonry coming from the local quarries cover the structure of
the tramway installations, and the several existing earth slopes
are covered with autochthonous vegetation. About the artifi-
cial light, it has been searched the night enhancement of the
coastal seafront, highlighting the presence of the rocky forma-
tion in order to become an outstanding element with a dis-
creet and attractive scenic presence from the city of Alicante.
All these with the intention of achieving the Tram to become
an infrastructure of public transport pleasantly and completely
integrated into the landscape of the Serra Grossa.

José Maria Urzelai Fernandez + Eduardo de Miguel Arbonés



