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Abstract
Barcelona has undergone continuous transformations along its waterfront since the 1992 Olympic Games,
which marked the city’s symbolic “opening to the sea” by turning marginalized coastal areas into
accessible public spaces. In recent decades, however, tensions have grown between tourism and
urban‐development‐driven economic interests and citizens’ demands for equitable access and participation.
Privatization, elite‐oriented development, and touristification have deepened socio‐spatial inequalities,
particularly in long‐standing neighborhoods such as Barceloneta, while climate change intensifies
environmental vulnerability. Existing frameworks for coastal commons have largely focused on rural and
fishing contexts, leaving highly urbanized shorelines shaped by tourism and mega‐events analytically
underaddressed. Drawing on ethnographic fieldwork, interviews, and visual documentation of the
37th America’s Cup as a critical case study, this article proposes urban coastal commons as a new
conceptual framework that integrates commons theory, blue justice, and degrowth. The analysis shows how
the event accelerated coastal enclosures while simultaneously triggering citizen mobilizations through which
residents claimed the shoreline as a shared socio‐ecological environment. It also reveals a structural
misalignment between institutional resilience strategies and the vulnerabilities experienced by long‐term
residents—a tension that emerges most visibly in moments of conflict.
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1. Introduction

Coastal cities are increasingly at the forefront of intertwined environmental, economic, and social
transformations. As climate change intensifies sea‐level rise, extreme heat, and coastal erosion, urban
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shorelines have become frontline spaces where environmental vulnerability intersects with tourism‐driven
development, real estate speculation, and infrastructure expansion. In many cities, waterfronts are
simultaneously viewed as areas requiring protection and adaptation and as strategic assets for economic
growth, attracting investment, mega‐events, and tourism‐oriented redevelopment (Jones, 2017; Rosendo
et al., 2018). This dual condition makes coastal zones critical arenas in which questions of sustainability,
justice, and access to space are negotiated amid ecological crisis.

Barcelona provides a paradigmatic case for examining these tensions. Since the urban restructuring
associated with the 1992 Olympic Games, the city has pursued an intensive coastal development agenda,
transforming its waterfront into a globally recognized urban model while generating mounting tensions over
access, displacement, and governance. These transformations must be situated within a broader ecosocial
crisis in which climate change, housing precarity, and speculative urban development reinforce one another
across scales (Brand & Wissen, 2018; Klein, 2014; Sassen, 2015). Coastal zones have become strategic
frontiers of accumulation, increasingly incorporated into blue economy agendas that promote tourism,
infrastructure, and maritime industries as engines of growth. Although frequently presented as sustainable,
these processes often redistribute environmental risks and economic benefits unevenly, intensifying
socio‐spatial inequalities and limiting local communities’ capacity to influence decisions affecting coastal
space (Barbesgaard, 2018; Bennett et al., 2021; Ounanian & Howells, 2024). Urban waterfronts therefore
emerge as contested socio‐ecological environments where capital accumulation, climate vulnerability, and
struggles over access to the coast converge.

While waterfront redevelopment, blue economy strategies, and urban commons have each received
substantial scholarly attention, these bodies of literature have rarely been brought into dialogue to analyze
highly urbanized coastlines where tourism‐led development, mega‐events, and climate adaptation intersect.
To address this gap, this article proposes a framework for understanding urban coastal commons as coastal
environments that, beyond their legal status as public domain, are shaped by daily use, historical attachment,
identity, and struggles over access, meaning, and control. Drawing on commons theory, blue justice, and
degrowth (Bennett et al., 2021; Kallis, 2018; Ostrom, 1990), the analysis reads conflicts over Barcelona’s
waterfront not merely as urban planning disputes, but as struggles over the governance of a shared
socio‐ecological environment whose protection is inseparable from social justice and ecological resilience.

The article examines these processes through the case of Barceloneta, a historically working‐class maritime
neighborhood in Barcelona, and the transformations associated with the sailing competition Louis Vuitton
37th America’s Cup (hereafter, the 37th America’s Cup). Promoted institutionally as a catalyst for innovation,
sustainability, and blue economy development, the event accelerated urban regeneration and enhanced
Barcelona’s global projection. Yet for many residents, the Cup intensified existing pressures linked to
touristification, restricted access to public space, and speculative investment, sparking neighborhood
mobilizations, most notably through the platform No a la Copa América, that defended the coast as a shared
commons, experienced not only as public space but as part of everyday life, collective history, and a
long‐standing relationship with the sea.

The empirical analysis draws on fieldwork, interviews, and visual documentation to examine how residents
experience these transformations not only as urban change, but also as processes affecting a shared
socio‐ecological environment embedded in memory and identity. It asks:
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• How has the 37th America’s Cup contributed to redefining Barcelona’s waterfront in terms of access,
governance, and control over coastal space?

• What tensions emerge between institutional and economic actors, on the one hand, and local
communities, on the other, in the transformation of the urban coastline?

• What forms of resistance, reappropriation, and alternative imaginaries are articulated from below in
response to these transformations?

The article is organized as follows. Section 2 develops the conceptual framework, situating urban coastal
commons within debates on commons and commoning, blue justice, and degrowth. Section 3 presents the
methodological approach. Sections 4, 5, and 6 constitute the empirical core, examining the socio‐spatial
transformations of Barceloneta, residents’ practices of commoning in defense of the coast, and the
multilevel governance of the waterfront, respectively. Section 7 discusses the findings in relation to the
conceptual framework, and Section 8 draws conclusions.

2. Urban Coastal Commons: Conceptual Foundations

2.1. Waterfront Development and the Urban Coastal Commons

Contemporary coastal cities are sites of profound socio‐spatial transformation. Waterfront redevelopment,
tourism intensification, and event‐led urbanism have reshaped urban shorelines across the Global North and
South, converting formerly industrial or working‐class coastal zones into strategic economic assets oriented
toward real estate investment, leisure consumption, and global city branding (Jones, 2017; Marshall, 2004).
These processes have generated a substantial body of scholarship on urban waterfronts, examining the
political economy of coastal redevelopment (Degen & García, 2012; Harvey, 2003), the governance
implications of port‐city transformations (Verhoeven & Vanoutrive, 2012), the social consequences of
touristification (Colomb & Novy, 2017), and the specific configurations of mega‐event urbanism (Smith,
2012). More recently, scholars have extended these analyses to the Global South, documenting the uneven
geographies of coastal urbanization in contexts such as Mumbai (Anand, 2023), Nigeria (Ajibade, 2017), and
beyond (Hein, 2026).

Within this literature, however, a gap persists in theorizing urban coastal spaces as socio‐ecological
environments that are not merely privatized or commodified but actively produced, used, and defended as
shared commons (Movik et al., 2023). The urban coastal commons framework, introduced above, addresses
this gap by bringing together three theoretical traditions—commons and commoning, blue justice, and
degrowth—to analyze coastal conflicts in highly urbanized settings.

2.2. The Commons and Commoning

The commons tradition, associated most prominently with Ostrom’s (1990) work on collective resource
management, has undergone significant theoretical development in recent decades. Rather than treating the
commons as a fixed resource with defined rules, scholars such as Harvey (2012) and De Angelis (2017) have
shifted attention to commoning as a social process: the ongoing collective labor through which shared
environments are produced, defended, and reproduced. From this perspective, commons is less a fixed
resource than a relationship: The waterfront becomes a commons not by virtue of its legal status but

Ocean and Society • 2026 • Volume 3 • Article 12465 3

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


through the routine practices, claims, and forms of governance that constitute it as a shared socio‐ecological
environment. This processual understanding is crucial for analyzing urban coastal conflicts, where the legal
designation of space as “public” does not preclude its enclosure for private use, nor does the absence of
formal common‐pool governance preclude commoning practices among those who inhabit and use the
shore. This shift from commons as noun to commoning as verb follows Linebaugh’s (2010) dictum that
“there is no commons without commoning.”

Enclosure, in turn, is not reducible to formal privatization: Hodkinson (2012) describes it as the broader
modus operandi of neoliberal urbanism, identifying new outlets for capital accumulation, controlling space
according to exchange rather than use value, and foreclosing forms of sociability alternative to commodified
social reproduction.

In the urban context, commoning takes multiple forms: collective acts of care and maintenance, mobilization
against dispossession, the transmission of intergenerational knowledge about shared environments, and
routine practices of use that assert non‐commodified relationships with space (Gómez & Garrido, 2026).
The urban coastal commons, as proposed here, is constituted through precisely these practices, and it is also
what is threatened when waterfront development reorganizes coastal space around capital accumulation
rather than collective use. This dynamic has a documented precedent in Barcelona: Castro‐Coma and
Martí‐Costa (2016) trace three decades of enclosure in the adjacent Port Vell, later mobilized against by the
platforms discussed in Section 5.

2.3. Blue Justice

Blue justice refers to the equitable distribution of benefits, burdens, and decision‐making authority in ocean
and coastal spaces (Bennett et al., 2021). Drawing on environmental justice frameworks and extended to
maritime and coastal contexts, blue justice encompasses four analytically distinct dimensions: distributive
justice (who benefits and who bears costs from coastal development and use); procedural justice (who
participates in coastal governance decisions and under what conditions); recognition justice (whose
knowledge, identity, and relationship to the sea is acknowledged in governance); and restorative justice (how
historical harms and exclusions are addressed; Blythe et al., 2023; Movik, 2024). While much of the blue
justice literature has focused on small‐scale fisheries, rural coastal communities, and global ocean
governance (Jentoft et al., 2017), its application to highly urbanized shorelines shaped by tourism, real estate
speculation, and mega‐events remains underdeveloped. The Barceloneta case offers an opportunity to
examine how these dimensions operate in such a context.

2.4. Degrowth

Degrowth offers a diagnostic analytical lens for reading coastal conflicts as expressions of a broader tension
between the imperative of economic growth and the social and ecological limits of continuous expansion
(Kallis, 2018). Rather than a prescriptive program, degrowth is understood here as an analytical lens for
identifying the structural contradictions embedded in growth‐oriented governance: the assumption that
more tourism, more investment, and more infrastructure automatically produce well‐being for all coastal
communities. Fletcher et al. (2019) have applied degrowth perspectives specifically to tourism, arguing that
sustainable coastal governance requires a reorientation toward limits, redistribution, and collective care
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rather than continuous expansion (see also Perkins, 2019). Applied to urban coastal commons, degrowth
reframes residents’ critiques of mega‐events and tourism saturation beyond NIMBYism (Not In My
Backyard)—a label long criticized for reducing legitimate opposition to selfish or irrational resistance while
obscuring its structural, place‐based roots (Burningham, 2000; Devine‐Wright, 2009; Wolsink, 1994). In
Barceloneta, these critiques are neither episodic nor centered on private interest: They are voiced
collectively, sustained across decades of mobilization, and framed in terms of limits to growth rather than
individual property or amenity.

The choice of degrowth here, rather than adjacent frameworks such as post‐growth tourism planning (Hall,
2009) or overtourism (Milano et al., 2019), is also grounded in the “No a la Copa América” platform’s
(a resistance movement against the sporting event) own demands. While the No a la Copa América
manifesto does not use the term degrowth, it calls for withdrawing planned port and airport expansions,
guaranteeing no future edition of the Cup, and a moratorium on evictions, demanding a halt and reversal of
growth rather than merely redistributing it (No a la Copa América, 2024).

2.5. Bringing the Framework Together

Each of the three analytical lenses developed above addresses a distinct dimension of urban coastal conflict,
and it is their combination, rather than a single perspective, that constitutes the explanatory contribution of
the urban coastal commons framework.

Commons and commoning illuminate the social process: the sustained practices of collective use and care
through which coastal environments are maintained as shared resources, as well as the counter‐processes
of enclosure that privatize them. This lens does not account for the structural driver that makes enclosure
a recurrent and systematic feature of urban development, nor the distributional outcomes it generates for
particular groups.

Blue justice provides the vocabulary for those outcomes. Its four dimensions—distributive, procedural,
recognition, and restorative justice—allow the analysis to specify who bears the costs of coastal
development, whose knowledge and identity are recognized in governance, and whose claims are
structurally excluded. Yet blue justice, as a diagnostic lens, tends to describe the configuration of injustice
rather than explain the economic logic that reproduces it.

Degrowth provides such an explanation. It identifies the imperative of continuous economic growth as a
structural condition under which enclosure and injustice are not merely possible but systematically
reproduced. From this perspective, degrowth reframes residents’ demands to place limits on growth as more
than local grievances, positioning them instead as a broader critique of the growth‐oriented governance
model itself. Crucially, degrowth also provides a normative horizon that complements the justice vocabulary
of blue justice—not only identifying what is wrong with current arrangements, but gesturing toward an
alternative organized around limits, redistribution, and collective care.

Taken together, these three perspectives form an analytical framework rather than a mere accumulation of
ideas. The imperative of growth (which challenges limits—that is, the perspective of degrowth) drives the
enclosure of shared coastal environments (thereby calling into question commons/commoning), which
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results in unequal distributions of access, benefits, and risks (undermining blue justice). This injustice, in turn,
is resisted through commoning practices (commons) that articulate a politics of limits (degrowth) and
advance claims to recognition, participation, and redistribution (blue justice).

The urban coastal commons framework is therefore not merely a synthesis of three bodies of literature; rather,
it enables urban coastal conflicts to be examined simultaneously in terms of their structural causes, social
dynamics, and distributional consequences, dimensions that, when considered separately, each theoretical
tradition can illuminate only partially.

In doing so, this article also advances the urban coastal commons framework as a contribution in its own
right, capturing the distinctive condition of city shorelines as spaces simultaneously shaped by metropolitan
political economies and experienced as socio‐ecological commons, a combination that neither scholarship on
commons governance in cities nor frameworks of blue justice or urban political economy has fully theorized
in isolation (see Figure 1).

Commoning

resists

enclosure

Commoning

demands

limits

Growth

generates

injus�ce

Degrowth

Urban

Coastal

Commons

Growth logic • Limits

THREE COMPLEMENTARY LENSES FRAMING URBAN COASTAL COMMONS

Commons &

Commoning

Enclosure • Collec ve prac ce

Blue Jus ce

Access

• Environmental damage

• Recogni on

Figure 1. The urban coastal commons framework: convergence of commons/commoning, blue justice, and
degrowth.

3. Methods: Data Collection and Analysis

This article uses qualitative–interpretive urban ethnography conducted in Barceloneta and Barcelona’s
waterfront between May and October 2024, during the period surrounding the 37th America’s Cup. Urban
ethnography, as understood here, differs from traditional anthropological ethnography in its focus on the
socio‐spatial dynamics of the city as an object of analysis: Rather than studying a bounded community over
an extended period, it attends to the ways in which urban processes of redevelopment (governance,
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displacement, mobilization) are experienced, negotiated, and contested in specific spatial configurations
(Delgado, 2007; Durán Segura, 2011).

The empirical material includes 15 in‐depth semi‐structured interviews drawn from a broader research
project comprising 30 interviews on the Barceloneta neighborhood and its relationship with the sea.
Participants were selected through a purposive sampling strategy informed by a stakeholder analysis (Reed,
2008): Actors were identified iteratively through the interviews themselves and snowball sampling,
progressively incorporating those with capacity to influence or be affected by the coastal urban processes
under study, and ensuring diversity across four categories—long‐term residents, short‐term residents,
institutional actors, and representatives of sea‐related initiatives and community organizations (see Table 1).
The 15 interviews included in this article most directly address waterfront transformation, the
37th America’s Cup, and residents’ relationships with the coastal environment. The interviews are cited
anonymously, with the interview number and actor type indicated, to preserve confidentiality.

Table 1. Interviewee profiles (𝑁 = 15).

Interview Nº Actor category Role/affiliation Residence/institutional role

1 Long‐term resident/
Sea‐related initiative

Community activist and
member of anti‐America’s
Cup citizens’ platform

Long‐term resident (>20 years)

2 Long‐term resident/
Sea‐related initiative

Co‐founder of sea‐centered
community initiative

Long‐term resident (>15 years)

3 Long‐term resident Barceloneta neighbor Long‐term resident (>30 years)

4 Long‐term
resident/Community leader

Residents’ association
representative

Long‐term resident (>25 years)

5 Institutional actor Technical official, urban
development agency

Institutional

6 Sea‐related initiative Community development
plan coordinator

Institutional/community

7 Short/medium‐term resident Barceloneta neighbor Short‐term resident (3–5 years)

8 Short‐term resident/Activist Neighborhood activist and
Barceloneta neighbor

Short‐term resident (<5 years)

9 Institutional actor Technical official, port
authority

Institutional

10 Long‐term resident/
Sea‐related initiative

Coordinator of sea‐related
community space

Long‐term resident (>20 years)

11 Long‐term resident Barceloneta neighbor Long‐term resident (>20 years)

12 Long‐term resident Barceloneta neighbor Long‐term resident (>10 years)

13 Short‐term resident Worker in sea‐related local
business

Short‐term resident (<5 years)

14 Long‐term resident/
Sea‐related initiative

Leader of community sea
initiative

Long‐term resident (>15 years)

15 Short‐term resident Barceloneta neighbor Short‐term resident (<5 years)
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Photographs were produced as part of the ethnographic process and are treated as evidence documenting
spatial practices, infrastructures, and collective action, integrated into the analysis alongside interviews,
fieldnotes, and media materials.

The analysis followed an iterative, abductive process. Coding was conducted at two interrelated levels. First,
we identified thematic axes such as urban transformation, access to the coastline, governance, housing
precarity, blue economy narratives, climate vulnerability, and collective mobilization. Second, attention
focused on forms of narration and positionality: how interviewees framed the sea, articulated belonging, and
positioned themselves in relation to tourism, institutional planning, and environmental change.

From these interactions, the analysis revealed broader tensions structuring the commoning process itself:
public coastal commons versus commodified waterfront development, growth‐oriented blue economy
narratives versus situated practices of care, and top‐down governance versus locally grounded knowledge.

4. Barceloneta Under Pressure

Barceloneta has long occupied an ambivalent position within Barcelona’s urban imaginary: historically a
working‐class maritime neighborhood yet increasingly reframed as a strategic asset within a
tourism‐oriented development model (Degen & García, 2012). Residents consistently identify the 1992
Olympic Games as a decisive turning point. As one resident recalled, “We weren’t very happy with the
Olympics, because it was a letdown. They told us it would open Barcelona up to the sea…but they destroyed
our entire local culinary scene” (Interview Nº 4, Barceloneta Neighbor and Community Leader). While the
city’s opening to the sea was celebrated as a symbol of modernity, for many long‐term inhabitants it marked
the beginning of a shift from lived maritime space to a commodified waterfront (see Figure 2).

Figure 2.Map of the Barceloneta waterfront. Orange points indicate the Barceloneta and Somorrostro beach
areas; green points indicate Port Vell and Port Olímpic; the blue point indicates the Barceloneta neighborhood.
Source: Authors’ own elaboration using uMap (© OpenStreetMap contributors).
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Residents describe Barceloneta as a marginalized and undesirable part of the city, a status that has clearly
changed, though not without cost. As a lifelong resident remarks:

The biggest change was that they opened the city up to the sea. If we go back further, people didn’t
want to come here; they were afraid of us, they thought we were like bandits. And then the situation
changed, obviously because people started coming here; they came after this change. (Interview Nº 3,
Barceloneta Neighbor)

This is also reaffirmed by an activist and neighborhood resident, who says:

In the 80s and 90s, when heroin was wreaking havoc in working‐class neighborhoods like
Barceloneta, well, nobody wanted to go there: “Ugh, you’re from the lower‐class neighborhood,
you’re from Barceloneta.” But then with the Olympics….Well, it’s as if they realized, “Oh, but yes, it’s a
beach neighborhood, right by the sea,” and it turned into a little gem, a real estate goldmine.
(Interview Nº 8, Barceloneta Neighbor and Activist)

Barceloneta’s current condition cannot be understood in isolation from the broader political and economic
trajectory that shaped it. The transition from Francoism and Spain’s integration into the European
Community in 1986 opened a period of rapid urban modernization, of which the 1992 Olympics were the
pivotal expression. This model has since been critically reassessed for the inequalities it generated (Degen &
García, 2012; Magrinyà et al., 2014; Vasconcelos de Lima, 2015). These dynamics intensified after Spain’s
economic crisis of 2008, which accelerated real estate speculation and the erosion of affordable housing in
neighborhoods like Barceloneta (Franquesa, 2010; Sanz‐Pérez et al., 2025).

Extensive research has documented how tourism has become a central driver of urban restructuring in
Barcelona, reshaping coastal neighborhoods through rising rents, housing precarity, and the displacement of
long‐term residents (Anguelovski et al., 2019; Cocola‐Gant & Gago, 2021; Colomb & Novy, 2017). Coastal
spaces are not only physical environments but also symbolic arenas where meanings, memories, and modes
of belonging are contested (Carbonell, 2010), which explains why residents respond to touristification not
only in pragmatic terms but also as a loss of identity and the erosion of a distinctive way of life.

As one resident expressed: “For an Amazonian Indigenous person, when a tree is cut down that is what
happens to me with the sea” (Interview Nº 1, Barceloneta Neighbor and Activist). This is not merely an
expression of attachment, but an epistemological claim: The sea is a constitutive element of a way of life that
cannot be reduced to access or aesthetics.

Real estate speculation and displacement further define coastal restructuring. According to a demographic
study, Barceloneta registered the highest levels of gentrification in Spain between 2011 and 2021, driven by
rising property values and tourism‐oriented investment (Sanz‐Pérez et al., 2025). Rising rents and the
proliferation of short‐term rentals increasingly constrain younger generations and long‐standing families
from remaining, as proximity to the sea intensifies both desirability and commodification.

Another resident captured the contradiction succinctly: “These neighborhoods that feel like small towns
are like gems….Tourists appreciate that, but when they get overcrowded, the place can’t handle it”
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(Interview Nº 2, Barceloneta Neighbor and Community Leader). The problem, as repeatedly articulated, is
not the presence of visitors per se, but scale, volume, and structural prioritization of external consumption
over local life. Yet across these divergent positions, a common concern persists: the cumulative saturation of
space and resources. Beaches are increasingly framed as overexposed infrastructures under constant
external demand.

One resident described the fear that “they want to turn this neighborhood into Miami Beach and drive people
out of here” (InterviewNº 3, BarcelonetaNeighbor), expressing the perception that rising costs and speculative
pressures were part of a deliberate reconfiguration of the neighborhood’s social composition.

Beyond housing and crowding, residents link touristification to environmental stress and infrastructural strain.
Overcrowding, cruise tourism, and event‐related influxes are associated with pollution, waste accumulation,
and intensified heat exposure.

It is against this backdrop of accumulated pressures that a different logic of attachment to the coastline
becomes legible, one rooted not in ownership or planning rights, but in collective use, memory, and care.

5. The Coast as a Commons

Two interrelated processes define how residents claim the coast as a commons: everyday practices of
collective care and organized resistance to enclosure. Responsibility for the shoreline is understood as
collective in addition to institutional protection. Acts of cleaning, maintenance, or informal stewardship are
described as shared obligations among those who use and inhabit the beach. As one interviewee recalls, a
spontaneous moment of collective action unfolded when several people began removing trash from
the water:

On the beach we grabbed a bag and started picking trash out of the water. And because we started,
other people continued. For about half an hour, everyone collected garbage from the sea. But it was
impossible to finish with all that trash… (Interview Nº 1, Barceloneta Neighbor and Activist)

Collective resistance to waterfront transformation in Barceloneta did not begin with the 37th America’s Cup.
From its 18th‐century origins (Tatjer, 1973) to more recent mobilizations against speculative redevelopment
(Alari Pahissa, 2014), the neighborhood has repeatedly confronted elite‐oriented development perceived as
threatening its social fabric and coastal commons. As one activist reflected, “It doesn’t matter what we call
ourselves; what matters is taking action and standing up for our neighborhood” (Interview Nº 8, Barceloneta
Neighbor and Activist). As another long‐term resident put it: “People ofmy generation, those of uswho are still
in the neighborhood, say that we don’t just live here; we resist here” (Interview Nº 11, Barceloneta Neighbor).
This is a sentiment that spans successive platforms, from Defensem el Port Vell to Barceloneta Diu Prou to
No a la Copa América.

In 2012, activists denounced the enclosure of public space and the conversion of the port into an exclusive
infrastructure for luxury yachts, warning of rising housing prices and the erosion ofmaritime culture (“Manifest
de la Plataforma Defensem el Port Vell,” 2012). As Espeche (2013) observes, such mobilizations challenged
technocratic narratives of modernization by foregrounding local knowledge and ordinary uses of the port.
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In both cases, the defense of space is inseparable from the defense of “maritimity” as a lived relation to the
sea (Péron & Rieucau, 1996; Interview Nº 2, Barceloneta Neighbor; see Figures 3–5).

Figure 3. Public assembly of the No a la Copa América platform in Barcelona, 1 June 2024. Such meetings
functioned as spaces of collective deliberation and political articulation.

Figure 4. “No a la Copa América” banners displayed on residential balconies in Barceloneta, 16 August 2024,
and an installation in the Gracia neighborhood.
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Figure 5. Residents forming a human chain on Somorrostro beach during a protest against the 37th America’s
Cup, Barcelona, 7 September 2024.

As a longtime neighbor points out, opinions are not uniform:

I, for one, saw a lot of commotion; I saw the protests and everything…but of course, opinions are
divided; some people think it’s beneficial, but it’s true that nothing very concrete has come of it either.
And then, of course, there were evictions of elderly people from their apartments, but that was
happening before, too. (Interview Nº 10, Barceloneta Neighbor)

For many residents, opposition extended far beyond the regatta itself: Interviewees framed the
37th America’s Cup as a condensation of broader structural tensions—privatization of public space,
speculative real estate dynamics, ecological degradation, and the prioritization of private capital over
collective needs. One participant described it as “a for‐profit competition…involving the use of public funds
to subsidize private companies” (Interview Nº 1, Barceloneta Neighbor and Activist), emphasizing the
perceived asymmetry between public investment and private gain. Another warned that “the city is
changing; they’re going to close off areas that you can currently access” (Interview Nº 7, Barceloneta
Neighbor), highlighting how temporary closures and security arrangements were experienced as a
suspension of daily rights.

These concerns had a concrete institutional correlate. Between 22 August and 27 October 2024—the
duration of the America’s Cup—the Ajuntament de Barcelona (City Council) required residents and workers
to obtain official permits to access the neighborhood by car, issuing nearly 11,000 accreditations (Sanz
Guerrero, 2024). Along the waterfront, temporary spectator structures were installed and accessible only
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through paid tickets, effectively reorganizing publicly owned coastal space around private consumption for
the duration of the event.

These narratives articulate amoral and affective attachment to the shoreline.When residents state that “it really
hurts us to see beaches being lost or overrun by things that don’t interest us” (Interview Nº 4, Barceloneta
Neighbor and Community Leader), the language of pain signals more than inconvenience; it expresses a sense
of dispossession. What is being defended is not merely physical access, but also the continuity of relational
practices: artisanal fishing, informal sociability, intergenerational knowledge of the sea, and the right to inhabit
coastal space without being subordinated to spectacular events or luxury consumption.

The marginalization of artisanal fishing illustrates this erosion concretely. The Cofradía de Pescadores de
Barcelona (Fishers’ Guild) currently registers only two vessels practicing artes menores (small‐scale artisanal
fishing), down from dozens in previous decades (Carbonell, 2020; Cofradía de Pescadores de Barcelona,
2024), signaling a broader coastal enclosure in which the sea becomes a backdrop for tourism and elite
maritime sport rather than a living environment.

This is reflected in the dispositions of those still working the sea. As one community sea initiative leader noted:
“The regulation is very strict, and they are fine with it, because they have come to realize that the goal is not
to fish more, but to fish better” (Interview Nº 14, Leader of Community Sea Initiative).

Rather than rejecting visitors per se, these claims express—in practice—the politics of limits theorized above:
The coast, residents insist, cannot sustain indefinite expansion without eroding the relational and ecological
conditions that give it meaning. The platform No a la Copa América was organized within a broader coalition:
The demonstration of 6 July 2024, under the slogan “Prou! Posem límits al turisme” (Enough! Let’s set limits
on tourism; Figure 6), was jointly convened by over 140 organizations, including the Assemblea de Barris pel

Figure 6. No a la Copa América (2024). “Prou! Posem límits al turisme” (Poster), Barcelona.

Ocean and Society • 2026 • Volume 3 • Article 12465 13

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


Decreixement Turístic (Assembly of Neighborhoods for Tourist Degrowth), with protesters chanting
“Decrecimiento ya” (Degrowth now; Aladern, 2024).

Mobilization also intersects with housing precarity and demographic change. As one interviewee noted,
“Now, with the America’s Cup, there are people who move here for two years and then leave…with much
greater purchasing power than the people who have lived here their whole lives” (Interview Nº 2,
Barceloneta Neighbor and Community Leader). The event was thus perceived as intensifying ongoing
processes of displacement and socio‐spatial restructuring. Yet this mobilization is unevenly distributed:
Territorial attachment and collective memory vary across generations and residential trajectories, reflecting
the neighborhood’s ongoing demographic transformation.

A neighborhood social program worker explained that their work aimed to “engage the community to
develop strategies…always with a critical perspective that seeks to challenge the system at its core”
(Interview Nº 6, Barceloneta Social Worker), suggesting that resistance cannot be limited to episodic
mobilization but must address deeper dynamics of tourism monoculture, housing speculation, and ecosocial
vulnerability. Similar ideas appear in residents’ reflections on consumption and the local economy. As one
long‐term neighbor noted:

Consumption is also a political act, and if you consume mindfully, you’re also supporting the local
economy and the local narrative; in other words, you have power through your consumption. Eating
paella from a paella specialist isn’t the same as eating fish that’s in season. (Interview Nº 2,
Barceloneta Neighbor and Community Leader)

Rather than proposing abstract alternatives, these accounts express a situated degrowth sensibility—not as
a political program but as an embedded disposition toward care, limits, and defending a way of life rooted
in the neighborhood. The following section shows how these mobilizations shaped, and were shaped by, the
multilevel institutional architecture of Barcelona’s waterfront.

6. Governing the Waterfront

As Hubbard (2019) argues in his analysis of struggles over the “coastal commons,” beaches and waterfronts
are often characterized by forms of legal pluralism in which multiple authorities and regulatory systems
coexist, allowing public spaces to be formally protected while simultaneously being subjected to
privatization, securitization, or exceptional uses.

This perspective is particularly relevant in Barcelona, where the waterfront is structured through a multilevel
institutional framework spanning the Spanish State, the Generalitat de Catalunya (Catalan Government), the
Ajuntament de Barcelona (City Council), and an autonomous Port Authority, each holding distinct planning
and regulatory powers (Barragán Muñoz, 2014; Generalitat de Catalunya, 2020; Ministerio de la Presidencia,
Justicia y Relaciones con las Cortes, 1988, 2011; OECD, 2014; Verhoeven & Vanoutrive, 2012; see Figure 7).
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Figure 7. Multilevel governance configuration of Barcelona’s coastal and maritime space. The model
distinguishes between (a) the Central State (Spanish Government), (b) regional coastal planning competences
(Generalitat de Catalunya—Catalan Government), (c) municipal urban and beach management functions
(Ajuntament de Barcelona—City Council), and (d) the Port Authority’s functionally autonomous regime.

In this context, mega‐events such as the 37th America’s Cup serve as moments when these overlapping
layers of governance become especially visible, enabling temporary reconfigurations of access, circulation,
and permitted uses along the shoreline. Areas legally defined as public domain may become partially
restricted, reprogrammed, or symbolically reoriented toward external audiences, reinforcing residents’
perception that decisions about the coast are made beyond the sphere of ordinary community life. Rather
than a neutral public space, the waterfront emerges as a contested institutional terrain where competing
claims over the coastal commons are negotiated.

Institutional actors are simultaneously attentive to climate pressures on the coastline, as one interviewee
notes:

The first very clear effect of rising sea levels is that beaches are losing ground….The problem in Barcelona
is that these beaches are very small because they are artificial, so there is a loss of open spaces and
recreational areas for both neighborhood residents and all visitors to the city. These are losses on the
environmental, social, and economic fronts. (Interview Nº 5, City Council Representative)

Recent policies, including the Pla Litoral and the redevelopment of Port Olímpic, continue this trajectory:
Climate adaptation is formally integrated into planning, even as it coexists with large‐scale investments
oriented toward tourism, sport, and urban competitiveness (see Figure 8).

Field observations conducted during the preparation and celebration of the 37th America’s Cup illustrate
how these policies materialize spatially. Temporary architectural installations (see Figure 9), new shading
structures, restricted access zones, security perimeters, and event signage reshaped everyday circulation
along the waterfront. Branded infrastructure and high‐visibility hospitality spaces reinforced the sense that
the shoreline was temporarily reorganized around global spectatorship.
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Figure 8. Port Olímpic redevelopment with a new focus on openness to the public, 6 July 2024.

Figure 9. Temporary infrastructures and controlled access points installed along Barcelona’s waterfront during
the 37th America’s Cup, 7 September 2024.

This governance paradigm makes visible a structural disconnect: While environmental pressures (sea‐level
rise, coastal erosion, extreme heat) and social pressures such as housing precarity, displacement, and the
erosion of working‐class coastal life are mutually reinforcing, institutional frameworks address them as
separate domains. Climate adaptation is managed through technical instruments, while social vulnerability
remains largely absent from formal coastal governance. Crucially, this disconnection also erodes the urban
coastal commons: The collective practices, relational knowledge, and shared uses of the shoreline that
communities have historically sustained constitute a form of adaptive capacity that neither technical
adaptation nor market‐led development can replace.

Mega‐events fit coherently within this strategic logic. As one municipal representative explained:
“The America’s Cup is like an accelerator of all that (urban regeneration), like giving it a shot of adrenaline to
make things happen, but the idea has always been to leave a better waterfront than the one that was there
before” (Interview Nº 5, City Council Representative). This pattern aligns with broader analyses of event‐led
urbanism, where mega‐events are deployed to unlock capital, expedite infrastructure, and reinforce global
positioning (Harvey, 1989; Hu et al., 2025; Smith, 2012).
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Synchronizing public space improvements with high‐profile events contributes to what may be described as
the spectacularization of the coastline. The waterfront becomes a stage where innovation, sustainability,
and competitiveness are simultaneously displayed (Debord, 1967; Usher, 2025). As one resident questioned,
“Why do you pose like that when everything already looks great, just so the photo comes out perfect?”
(Interview Nº 7, Barceloneta Neighbor). This comment captures a perception that aesthetic upgrading is
driven by global visibility rather than everyday need.

7. Discussion: Beyond Growth‐Oriented Coastal Development

Barcelona’s waterfront illustrates how contemporary conflicts over urban shorelines cannot be understood
simply as disputes over land use or event management, and why the urban coastal commons framework is
analytically productive for interpreting them. The 37th America’s Cup is not an anomaly but an intensification
of longer‐term enclosure dynamics that have shaped the waterfront since the 1992 Olympics. This article
offers a conceptual framework that connects urban shoreline governance to questions of justice, commoning,
and the politics of limits.

The tensions identified in Barceloneta reveal a divergence between two rationalities of coastal governance.
Institutional planning frames the shoreline as a strategic asset requiring optimization and integration into
global maritime economy circuits, made concrete during the America’s Cup through a vehicle accreditation
system that reorganized neighborhood access around the event’s operational needs. Long‐term residents, in
contrast, articulate the coast as a lived environment embedded in daily practices, memory, and relational ties
to the sea. The commoning lens is reflected here not because it resolves this contest, but because it names
it, revealing the asymmetry between institutional rationalities that treat coastal space as an optimizable asset
and residents’ practices that continuously produce and sustain it as a shared socio‐ecological environment.

Blue justice sharpens the analysis by highlighting how coastal governance produces unequal distributions of
access, benefits, and risk (Bennett et al., 2021; Blythe et al., 2023; Movik, 2024). Applied to the America’s
Cup, each dimension reveals a distinct axis of inequity: Distributively, financial benefits accrued primarily to
private operators and investors while costs (restricted access, displacement, overcrowding) were borne by
long‐term residents; procedurally, affected communities had no formal channel for participation, prompting
the No a la Copa América platform to organize outside institutional frameworks; and in terms of recognition,
the maritime heritage of Barceloneta was absent from an event governance logic framed exclusively through
global competitiveness. Restorative justice, the framework’s fourth dimension, concerns how historical harms
experienced by coastal communities are acknowledged and redressed, and is less immediately visible in the
mobilizations examined here. Nevertheless, it remains latent in residents’ demands to restore Barceloneta’s
maritime character and safeguard the cultural heritage of artisanal fishing as irreplaceable community assets.

Interpreting neighborhood mobilizations as practices of commoning further clarifies these conflicts.
In Barceloneta, this social process took multiple forms: At the collective level, the human chain on
Somorrostro beach constituted a direct assertion that the waterfront belongs to those who inhabit it; at the
institutional level, the No a la Copa América platform contributed to shaping the political conditions under
which Barcelona ultimately declined to host future editions of the Cup; and at the quotidian level, acts of
collective care like cleaning plastic from the water and choosing to consume local fish constitute the ongoing
social labor through which commons are reproduced. These day‐to‐day acts express broader claims about
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how coastal space should be governed, by whom, and on what terms. The Barceloneta case shows that
urban coastal commoning does not operate through a single register. The layering of care, mobilization, and
institutional pressure gives it durability. This has implications for commons scholarship: Collective action in
dense urban contexts cannot be reduced to moments of visible resistance, but must be understood as a
continuous and multi‐scalar social practice.

Residents’ critiques consistently identified the structural contradictions of mega‐event urbanism: public
resources absorbed to subsidize private gain, with civic and environmental costs borne by local communities.
Barcelona’s decision not to host future editions of the Cup can be read in the same register: not as a
principled degrowth commitment, but as a moment in which the costs of growth‐oriented event urbanism
became politically untenable, a politics of limits arrived at through conflict rather than consensus. This
distinction matters theoretically. Degrowth scholarship has often located limit‐politics in deliberate
institutional design or cultural transformation. This case suggests that limits can also emerge from below, not
as a planned transition but as the accumulated effect of communities defending what they have always used
and produced. The political is not always where we expect to find it.

Crucially, the case reveals a specific form of misalignment between adaptation and development in
Barcelona: Institutional resilience strategies, nature‐based coastal defenses, desalination infrastructure, and
heat resilience planning are embedded within the same growth‐oriented governance framework they are
meant to correct. They are designed alongside luxury waterfront developments and event infrastructure
rather than in response to the housing precarity and displacement experienced by long‐term residents.
Residents, meanwhile, experience vulnerability not as an abstract climate risk but as a compound condition:
overcrowding and heat stress on a beach that has become inaccessible in peak season, housing precarity in a
neighborhood subject to speculative pressure, and the erosion of the relational practices (fishing, informal
sociability, intergenerational use of the sea) that constitute their adaptive capacity and, in this sense, the
urban coastal commons itself. These layered experiences suggest that adaptation without redistribution and
without protecting collectively governed coastal spaces may reproduce rather than address the structural
conditions that make coastal communities vulnerable to both environmental and social risk. In this sense,
coastline governance becomes a political field in which decisions about protection, investment, and land use
are inseparable from questions of justice. The Barceloneta case contributes a grounded account of how that
political field is contested not through formal deliberation, but through sustained, layered, and often
informal practices by which communities assert that the coast belongs to those who have always lived from
and with it.

8. Conclusions

Significantly, Barcelona has since confirmed that it will not host the next edition of the America’s Cup, ruling
out public financing for a future regatta. While municipal authorities cited strategic priorities and budgetary
considerations rather than civic opposition, the episode illustrates how mega‐events become sites of dispute
capable of reshaping political horizons. Even if grassroots mobilization cannot be directly credited with the
outcome, the public controversy contributed to questioning the desirability and sustainability of elite‐oriented
waterfront strategies.
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The 37th America’s Cup accelerated pre‐existing tensions over access, governance, and the future of
Barcelona’s coastal space—tensions rooted in neoliberal urbanization and ecosocial crisis rather than in the
event itself (Harvey, 1989; Hu et al., 2025; Smith, 2012). As the Barceloneta case shows, these conflicts
reflect deeper structural questions over who controls coastal space and on whose terms.

By conceptualizing the shoreline as an urban coastal commons, this article extends debates on the commons
and blue justice beyond rural or marine resource contexts to highly urbanized coastlines. This conceptual
move carries a methodological implication: Urban coastal commons cannot be studied only at moments of
spectacular conflict, but through the slower processes of commoning and enclosure that precede and outlast
them, a point the Barceloneta case illustrates across multiple scales and temporalities.

The analysis also shows that coastal governance in contemporary cities operates through layered
institutional arrangements (Hubbard, 2019) in which planning authorities, port administrations, private
investment, and event‐led strategies overlap. The key finding is not simply that these layers coexist, but that
they produce a systematic misalignment that cannot be resolved from within the same growth‐oriented
framework that generates it. Addressing the vulnerabilities experienced by long‐term coastal residents
requires not technical adjustments but governance transformations that place distribution, participation, and
recognition at their center.

Finally, the mobilizations observed in Barceloneta point toward something beyond resistance: a situated
practice of commoning through which residents not only contest enclosure but actively produce an
alternative vision of coastal governance. This vision—grounded in limits, care, and collective stewardship—
has emerged through conflict rather than institutional design, and this is analytically significant. It suggests a
broader implication: Transitions toward more just coastal governance may not begin with policy reform, but
with making visible and recognizing the forms of collective action and stewardship that communities are
already producing. This is where institutional actors and researchers alike have a role to play. This is not to
discount municipal sustainability efforts: Educational programs and participatory planning reflect genuine
institutional concern, but they remain narrow in scope and unable to address the structural tensions
between access, use, and growth‐oriented development. The challenge is to build governance frameworks
that recognize and protect what communities already produce from below.

The conflicts documented in Barceloneta are not unique to Barcelona. From tourist‐saturated Mediterranean
shorelines to rapidly urbanizing coastal cities in the Global South, the same structural tension between
coastlines as assets and coastlines as commons is being played out in different registers. The urban coastal
commons framework offers a conceptual tool for reading these conflicts together, without erasing their
specificity. The challenge is not only how to protect the coast, but how to decide collectively what the coast
is for and who has the right to shape its future.
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