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Introduction – Session 1: spatial manifestations of the crisis 
Let us first introduce ourselves, Encounter Athens, as a group of researchers living and working in 
Athens, assembled in 2010 to formulate and voice a critical discourse over particular conditions of 
spatial injustice that were already in place and escalated ever since following the pattern of the 
current severe socio-economic crisis.
Our presentation discusses our learning from a workshop we organised in February 2013 with the 
support of Antipode Foundation. The workshop was titled “Crisis regimes and emerging social 
movements in cities of Southern Europe” and invited participants from Greece, Italy, Portugal and 
Spain. 
Since 2010, as a group, we were critically reflecting on the experiences and the causes of the 
crisis focusing particularly on the centre of Athens; a city where the adverse consequences of the 
crisis have been strongly felt and experienced to the point where the centre of Athens was 
described as facing a humanitarian crisis (an observation that later became mainstream and also 
echoed in regards to other cities abroad).  
Trying, as Encounter Athens, to critically analyse and understand the unfolding of this crisis, we 
thought that it would be fruitful for scholars and social movements from South European cities, to 
come together and explore the contexts where the crisis manifested as well as the resistance 
practices that addressed the repercussions of the crisis-associated policies and challenged the –
internally and externally – imposed measures. 

Despite the different mechanisms which led to the increased sovereign debt (either private or 
public) in the four countries, the workshop discussions highlighted a common strategy of imposing 
the notion of crisis as a national problem in each country, a depoliticized mismanagement result 
totally disconnected from broader restructuring and from the modus operandi of the international 
financial sector, while the broader financial-political nexus remained unchallenged. The main 
stereotypical representation of the crisis in all countries affected was that of a locally determined 
inefficiency for which locals are bound to blame and pay. The resort of mainstream propagation to 
stereotypes of corrupted, lazy, etc populations is also characteristically reflected in the widely used 
acronym PIIGS. This rhetoric also consists of the systematic defamation of the public sector, the 
propagation of collective guilt for the crisis, and the implementation of “divide and rule” through the 
demonization of the “other”, namely the public servant, the immigrant, the unionist etc.
In the four countries, the dictated “remedies” were similar, complying with the already in place 
neoliberal paradigm which demonized public deficit and called for public spending cuts of an 
unprecedented scale. 



2

More precisely, these remedies (in the line of programmes implemented elsewhere in the past 
such as in UK, Eastern Europe, South America, etc) involved austerity and restructuring measures 
including further privatizations of all institutions providing public services (i.e. serving the notion of 
“public good”), shrinkage therefore of the already limited welfare state, dramatic salary cuts 
together with a programme of large scale dismissal of personnel in the public sector, minimisation 
of public spending (especially in broader public interest domains such as welfare state provisions), 
and un-proportional tax increases. Furthermore, these remedies were imposed via similar 
discourses, particularly through discourses of obligatory subordination to an ‘emergency’ situation. 
Similarities were also identified concerning the ‘symptoms’ of the crisis and its repercussions upon 
the inhabitants, and the problems such as the adverse role of the national elites - comprised by 
politicians of particular mainstream political affiliation, media groups and agents, large capital 
representatives and banks. 
These measures are often accompanied by increased authoritarianism and repressions and by 
violations of both basic democratic / constitutional principles and basic human, civil, social and 
political rights. In a context of increasing poverty and inequality, cities become the central ‘stage’ 
for the most painful manifestation of the crisis. At the same time, cities become pivotal arenas for 
expressing disagreement and dissent and for initiating solidarity initiatives and social struggles. In 
response to the crisis, a broad range of urban social movements has emerged in all four countries, 
which try to express the urgent needs of affected social groups. Their demands and actions try to
introduce new collective ways of organising life in the city.
The workshop was organised along 3 thematic axes we considered as crucial for understanding 
processes, policies, claims and struggles related to the crisis, without them being exhaustive in 
regards to all the urban aspects of the crisis. Those were a) the discussion of ultra-neoliberal urban 
development projects in terms of strategies applied, resistances and negotiations especially at the 
local level, b) the housing issue in terms of being at the core of real estate speculation and 
financialization of housing access mechanisms, as well as one of the most acute reflections of 
crisis and the formation of resistance defending the right to housing in all four countries, and c) the 
local level and its intensification as reference for struggle and solidarity networks and its potential 
for cross-scale formulation of initiatives and claims. 

Session 2: Ultra-neoliberal Urban Development
The main idea for the first thematic session Ultra-neoliberal Urban Development was to focus on 
large-scale urban projects and privatizations promoted in Southern Europe prior and during the 
current crisis, and to critically discuss their implementation, the struggles against them and the 
alternative proposals. Our intention was to understand the recent urban development processes 
not only in each national context but also to explore possible similarities in the context of South 
Europe ‘in crisis’ and to discuss whether in the current situation we could talk about an 
intensification of neoliberal practice in terms of an ultra-neoliberal urban development. 
Through the presentation of specific urban projects and processes in Italy, Spain, Portugal and 
Greece a lot of commonalities emerged. Even though planning deregulation, large-scale projects 
and privatization are not something new in the cities of Southern Europe, in the context of the 
current crisis they have been blatantly imposed mostly in favour of large-scale capital. Most of 
these policies stepped-upon the ‘emergency’ of the crisis to interpret the notion of the “public 
interest” exclusively in terms of the repayment of national debt growth and increased 
competitiveness. Against concerns about the environment and peoples’ social needs, job creation 
is presented as the key argument. Furthermore, the common narrative supporting most of the 
presented projects was based on the revitalization of the local / national economy through the 
stimulus of the construction sector, obscuring the fact that this very model of real estate 
development had been at the core of the crisis that left behind private debts, devaluated 
landscapes, empty buildings and areas of exclusion.
Another common characteristic in the four countries was the adoption of new legislation on spatial 
planning that lifts all sort of limitations and preconditions for land development, as well as the 
creation of new tools and agencies that promote and facilitate large-scale investments bypassing 
most existing participatory processes and control mechanisms allowing thus for isles of planning 
law suitable to the taste of the private investor. 
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Additional similarities among most of the presented cases was the participation of the local 
government in the processes of commercialization of urban space, and the multiple and extensive 
corruption networks, particularly illustrated in the cases of Rome, Barcelona and Madrid. 
Among the presented cases were urban renewal projects based on increased commercialization of 
space – like the Mouraria neighbourhood in Lisbon, high income enclaves – like the case of Port 
Vell in Barcelona, the speculative project of Euro Vegas in Madrid which asked for public 
investments and tax exemptions with the ‘promise’ of new jobs, and Hellenikon former airport in 
Athens [that we visited yesterday] for which the process of privatization and urban development is 
now underway. 
One more example mostly of the rhetoric of promised jobs (albeit not in urban space) was the 
project of high speed railway connection Turin – Lyon, a project associated with severe 
environmental damage and met with consistent and strong opposition by NO TAV movement
during the last 20 years.  
Despite all the top-down pressures for their implementation support these projects faced strong 
opposition from local communities due to their severe environmental and social impact. 

Session 3: Housing crisis
The second thematic session of the workshop focused on housing, as one of the crucial factors 
associated with the crisis (speculation on land, financialization of housing, etc), but also as a field 
that has been deeply affected by the crisis (increasing housing precariousness, expansion of 
housing inadequacy, more and more people not having access to housing). Α common pattern in 
the four countries is that the housing crisis is related not only with the reduction of households’ 
incomes and the high unemployment rates, but also with certain policies imposed by the 
governments, the troika (ECB, IMF, EC) and the fiscal agreements with the creditors. These 
policies are based on mortgage system as the main instrument for access to housing, the cut of 
the – already limited – housing benefits and the imposition of high taxes on land-property and 
especially on housing. Foreclosures, auctions, evictions, homelessness and inadequate housing 
conditions affect a very large part of the population of the cities of Southern Europe and increase 
housing needs. At the same time there is oversupply of vacant dwellings that are not accessible by 
those affected by the crisis. 
The speakers presented a wide range of experiences and practices. Squatting in Rome, Florence 
and many Spanish cities is a practice that meets specific housing needs and at the same time 
forms a laboratory of experimenting new patterns of collective living that goes beyond the self-
owned dwellings or the typical social housing programs. The struggle against foreclosures and 
auctions emerged mainly through the discussion of an emblematic network, the Plataforma de 
Afectados por la Hipoteca (Platform of the Affected by the Mortgages) in Spain, which transformed 
an individual problem of inability to respond to mortgage repayments into a collective struggle and 
has up to now blocked more than 700 evictions. Similar initiatives and networks are emerging in 
Lisbon. In Greek cities there are local groups that block electricity cuts or react collectively to the 
imposition of new taxes on housing property. More recently, local mobilizations are focusing on the 
plan of the Greek government to lift the moratorium of auctions of ‘primary residences’, which 
constitutes a hot political issue and a major threat for thousands households today. The discussion 
that followed highlighted the importance of ‘the right to housing’ and identified as the main goals for 
future action: the destabilization of established perceptions regarding housing, habitation and 
property; the elaboration of concepts and practices for claiming housing as a common good; and 
the development of coalitions between social groups with different housing problems and needs.

Session 4: Local struggles
During the last thematic session titled “The local as a reference for new mobilizations, solidarity 
networks and actions”, we had the opportunity to discuss the possibilities but also the limitations of 
mobilizing at the local scale. The local has often been considered as a privileged terrain for socio-
political mobilizations, since it is where this crisis painfully affects the experience of everyday life. 
Given that the local is where real material bodies come together, diversity is negotiated and issues 
like gender and race become of central importance. In this context, cities and neighbourhoods are 
transformed into fields that foster collectivities, solidarity and resistance against the imposed 
policies, reflecting the claim for the “right to the city". 
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The invited initiatives shared their experiences, which ranged from the occupation of old buildings 
and the creation of social centres (Barcelona, Palermo) to urban gardens (Lisbon), the use of 
empty spaces (Milano) and community organizing (Athens, Madrid, Lisbon). These vary to the 
degree that it is better to say that what was described was a galaxy of different claims and 
practices, which reflect the possibilities of the local level. 
Both their demands and practices reflect the differences between their local contexts, such as the 
modes of governance and the relationship with the authorities. The similarities arise mainly from 
the "emergency" policies implemented under the pretext of crisis and the applied model for urban 
(and not only) development. Although it existed even before the crisis, the democratic deficit is a 
frequent reference, as well as the increasing repression, oppression and exclusion, which emerges 
as a common experience (particularly evident through the presentation of Plataforma Ghetto in 
Lisbon). Claims for another way of life and organization and for more horizontal, participatory and 
direct-democratic decision-making structures were central for most collectivities.
The various experiences also put forward the question of scale and networking, which was a main 
debate in the discussions that followed. These initiatives focus their activity at the local level, either 
through struggles for local claims or by using the local as an organizational basis for broader 
struggles. However, the issue of forming alliances at different scales is recognized as equally 
important albeit difficult to achieve. Either way, the local has often been criticised for being a ‘local 
trap’ due to the possible insularity of initiatives and the difficulties in relating to broader struggles. 
Yet, and despite the risk of ineffectiveness in directly achieving major institutional changes due to 
fragmentation, the local has also been acknowledged as most convenient for self-realization, 
politicization and negotiation of social and civil rights and the very notion of democracy. It’s been 
widely commented that it is at this scale where people have been so far able to demystify the 
propaganda around the TINA-therapy and thus meet and connect to other local resistances 
against the same sort of brainwash.

Closing 
Comparing experiences from the entire workshop it’s been noted that we all were and are facing 
not only a socio-economic but a political and cultural crisis during which our democracies, liberties, 
and constitutions have been suspended in essence. We all seem to be victims of a dominant 
discourse that capitalizes fear against poverty and dispossession mainly of the relatively less 
politicized middle class and encourages self-conservation within the family, the locality, or the 
nation and the hatred towards anyone perceived as danger for development, recovery or even 
subsistence prospects. 
In such a situation, authoritarianism grows to contain discontent, legality and illegality (“anomie”) 
are redefined by the elites, and the repression by use of extensive state violence or blatant 
criminalization of “illegality” gets through the fear discourse the necessary legitimization. Adoption 
of far right political agendas and the rise of neo-fascist political formations (especially in the Greek 
case) reflect this particular legitimization for a large part of the affected population.  
Summing up the commonalities that emerged during the workshop discussions, we found out that 
the main transformations taking place under the pretext of crisis is the dispossession of both public 
and private property and its reallocation among fewer hands, the resignation of the state from its 
role as guarantor of common goods (social services, infrastructure, land and natural resource, 
environmental protections etc) and the suppression of human, labour and civil rights. 
Within the context of neoliberal paradigm land or space has a pivotal role either as a development 
factor or as a mere market product. Within the social context, space, particularly urban space, 
functions as well as a field of interaction and solidarity, as a scene for collective expression, claims 
and social struggles. Spatial manifestations of crisis or spaces endangered of getting lost to the 
market seem to provide the field for the anew formulation of a right-to-the-city movement that in 
this time of crisis entails more than ever socio-spatial justice, solidarity and democracy as main 
axes of a new social vision, beyond the crisis. 


