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GRÀCIA´S TREE PROJECT  
 

How did the activist group ´Salvem L'Alzina´ protect 
Gracia´s architectural and ecological heritage from 
gentrification? 
 

Summary | In November 2018, residents in Gràcia formed a collective called Salvem l'alzina i les casetes del 
carrer Encarnació to protect a space of natural and architectural heritage from speculative development in 
what is already a highly gentrified neighborhood. The site consists of two historic houses and a large garden, 
including a 200-year-old holm oak tree, all of which was to be destroyed and turned into luxury flats with no 
green space. The collective’s campaign against this gentrifying plan led it to be overturned. The property was 
expropriated from the previous owners by the city council and the houses were registered in 
Barcelona’s catalogue of architectural heritage. The garden will be open for public use and there will be a 
democratic process for the community to decide what the houses will be used for, in addition to social 
housing.  
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Figure 1. Illustration of Carrer Encarnació 13-17. Source: https://twitter.com/SalvemAlzina 
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In 2018, in the district of Gracia, a plan was put in place to demolish two historic houses (les casetes) in Carrer 
Encarnació (numbers 13-15-17) and an adjacent green space home to an emblematic 200-year-old holm oak 
tree (l’alzina) (Baldrich 2019). The real estate company that owned the property, Encarnació Invest SL, had 
obtained permission to construct 28 50m2 flats and a large parking space scheduled to open on November 7th, 
2018. In the context of gentrification and lack of green space in Gràcia, this project represented a culmination 
of yet another socio-environmental injustice for local residents. Neighborhood collectives strongly contested 
it, stressing that the project threatened one of Gràcia’s few green spaces while also destroying an example of 
Catalan cultural and architectural heritage protected by law (Guitar I Agell & Pujol 1993).  

 

 
 Figure 2. Carrer Encarnació 13-17, with the holm oak to the left. Photo taken by author, 20/03/2021. 

 

 

Figure 3. Carrer Encarnació 13-17. Photo taken by author, 20/03/2021. 
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Gràcia is one of Barcelona’s most heavily gentrified neighborhoods, with rapidly rising housing and rental 
prices. Half of the families who rent in Gràcia spend over 40% of their income on rent, while the number of 
tourist flats in the neighborhood jumped from 257 in 2011 to 1088 in 2015. Longer-term residents feel they 
are being pushed out and that homes are under constant real estate speculation, with the overwhelming 
feeling that housing prices are inflated, speculated, and manufactured. At the same time, Gràcia is the district 
with the lowest amount of public green space in all of Barcelona’s districts and the second-lowest in terms of 
ratio of public green space per inhabitant (3.15m²/inhabitant) (Ajuntament de Barcelona 2020).  

 

 
 

 

The planned development in Carrer Encarnació was obstructed by residents who occupied the property after 
just one day of operations in 2018. This marked the start of an assembly-based collective entitled Salvem 
l'alzina i les casetes del carrer Encarnació, which has been campaigning for the protection and public 
ownership of the two houses and the surrounding green space. This involved clearing out the long-abandoned 
property, inspecting the buildings’ structural integrity and contesting the property owner’s claim that 
demolition was required due to the buildings’ “state of ruin”. Neighbors and members of the collective 
demanded agency and protagonism in the reshaping and management of urban  space, “using inhabitation 
itself as a device that keeps things in some kind of proximity” in the face of  “imminent expendability” (Simone 

Figure 4. Poster from the “5 Punts Per A 5 Barris” campaign (Salvem L’alzina 2019 a). 
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2014). Through the process of organizing, strong bonds were also built between activists. As they said, “it was 
the start of an incredible social and personal learning process” (Interview by author).  

 

This struggle led to the collective calling on Barcelona City Council to catalogue the oak tree and the casetes 
as both natural and architectural Catalan heritage, and to expropriate the property from its 
owners, demanding that the space be repurposed to fulfill the social and environmental needs of the 
community. These demands were sent to the City Council in a petition signed by over 12,000 residents 
(Aparicio, Berga, de Arquer and Móra 2020). Combining social and environmental demands, the collective was 
determined and committed to “fight for all of it..., because the city needs it”. Within months of the occupation, 
the progressive government of the City Council agreed to add the oak tree to Barcelona’s catalogue of natural 
heritage and to expropriate the property (Baldrich 2019). Moreover, the City Council bought the entire 
property from its owners in early 2020, ensuring that the buildings and the surrounding green space would be 
used to serve the neighborhood (El País 2020).  

 

 

 
 

 

Nevertheless, the struggle is far from over. Now that the property is protected and under 
public  ownership, the members of Salvem l’alzina are aiming to set up an association for the 
communal management  of the garden in 2021 and will start a participative process for the 
neighborhood to decide what the casetes will be used for (in addition to  social housing) and how 
they will be managed.  

 

Figure 5.Assembly of Salvem l'alzina i les casetes del carrer Encarnació. Source: 
https://www.salvemlalzina.org/galeria-dimatges/ 
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The Salvem l’alzina case offers a valuable point of reference for urban environmental justice in its 
combined struggle for housing, architectural heritage and green space. The outcome has significant 
implications for  the community’s fight against speculation and gentrification: the future 
transformation of the casetes into social housing and other much-needed public amenities and green 
space, and their protection as  cultural heritage, can make sure that the resulting benefits to well-
being, health and community will be shared among local residents and community members. 
Through its campaign to protect green space by overturning a gentrifying development project, 
Salveml L’alzina provides a hopeful counterpoint to green gentrification and the commodification of 
urban spaces often seen in many urban neighborhoods in Western global cities.  

 
 

Contacts  

Salvem L’Alzina i les casetes d’Encarnacio: Popular assembly group created spontaneously by residents in 
defense of the estates of C / Encarnació 15-17, to defend historic buildings and the bicentennial oak of the 
garden  against speculation in the neighborhood of Gràcia. 

Website: www.salvemlalzina.org/mobilize/ 

Facebook: www.facebook.com/groups/2181672915430112 

Twitter: @SalvemAlzina 
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