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Argumentation of choice
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| believe that Complex cities is the most suitable studio for my
research topic, considering my approach would emphasize a
regional perspective and requires a profound understanding of
the policies, governance structures, and political strategies that
influence these 'emptied' Spanish provinces, especially in their
relation to the major urban centers of the country/regions.

Graduation project

Title of the graduation
project

Forgotten lands in the emptied Spain:
Allowing a systematic change for the just
management of cultural heritage, natural resources
and infrastructure in rural environments and

agricultural territories with a Post-growth perspective.

Goal

Location:

Region of Castilla y Ledn, Spain

The posed problem,

In Europe, there has been a general decline in
rural areas in terms of population and quality
of life (Plaza Gutiérrez, 2021). This project
explores singular the case of Spain, which

presents an interesting historical context and
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an extreme case of shrinkage in the European

context.

The shrinkage problem
During the 1960s, the Spanish rural areas

experienced an exodus that emerged from
new generations looking for better
opportunities in the growing urban
environments. This was an answer to policies
implemented by the Spanish totalitarian
regime at the time that created a decay of the
economy in rural territories. The trend of
shrinkage in rural environments has been
constant especially since the years of the rural
exodus until today. Currently, 3 of every 4
municipalities with less than 5000 inhabitants
are losing population. However, the general
population has been growing in the past 20
years, reaching almost an increase of 15% of
the population (Ros Garcia, 2021). Moreover,
the rural density was 30,2% inhabitants per
km2 in 2020 while the urban density was 92,8
hab/m2 (Molinero Hernando, 2021). The fast
growth of urban environments (progressive,
dynamic) in opposition to the shrinking rural
countryside (stagnant) creates an unequal
distribution and, ultimately, a dichotomy of

societies and divergent spaces.

Consequences of the shrinkage
This dramatically unequal distribution of

population in the Spanish territories leads to
other spatial and societal problems.

These problems entail poor accessibility to
basic services such as food, education and
healthcare, lack of diverse employment
opportunities, the ageing population and

loneliness epidemic, the neglect of heritage




and oblivion of culture and the environmental
problems resulting from the abandonment or

exploitation of productive landscapes.

The institutional dilemma
The debate about the management of rural

territories and their importance in the Spanish
context has re-emerged in the past decade as
a result of the publication of the essay ‘La
Espafia Vacia’ by Sergio del Molino. This
publication explained the silent decay of rural
areas over the years despite the economic
expansion noticeable in the rest of the
country. Moreover, the social unrest resulted
in a political answer to these problems,
introducing activism and emergent political
groups that have started to put the needs of
the rural communities in the public and
political eye (Figure X).

The general consensus about the political and
logistical abandonment of the Spanish rural
environments has mobilized the introduction
of initiatives like the ‘Recovery,
Transformation and Resilience Plan’ (2021)
and the ‘Action Plan for the Implementation of
the Agenda for 2030’ (2018) from the Spanish
government that introduce the urgency of
territorial management of rural environments
(Rivas Sanz, 2022). However, they often focus
on the documentation of problems and not the
reactivation of these areas, answering to
specific problems without a long-term
perspective.

Financing from the EU and small-scale
initiatives have been positive for the rural
territories. However, there is a need for
urbanism practices adapted to concrete rural
areas that identify their heterogeneity and




answer to the long-term needs of these
territories (Rivas Sanz, 2022).

research questions and

Main research question:

How can a spatial perspective on post-
growth/degrowth planning strategies contribute to
reorganizing rural territories through the
preservation of cultural and ecological heritage of

rural communities in the Spanish countryside?

Research subquestions:

1. What s the spatial perspective of post-
growth/degrowth theories? and how does
this translate to strategies in planning rural
territories?

2. How can policies contribute to the
implementation of postgrowth/degrowth
principles in space management in Spanish
rural territories?

3. How can the preservation of cultural and
ecological heritage work as a driver for a
postgrowth economy in the Spanish rural

context?

design assignment in which these result.

Intended outcomes

This thesis project aims to create new knowledge
about the potential relationship between post-
growth theories and specific shrinking rural areas in
the Spanish countryside with a perspective on spatial
planning and governance. To answer this aim, three
research sub-questions are answered creating
specific outcomes per question.

Outcome 1, answering sub-question 1. The specific
outcome presents a toolkit with spatial strategies
that relate to post-growth theories. It will work as a
way of inventorying ideas that can be applied in
space, specifically rural environments. This outcome
could also be applicable in other locations to test
post-growth strategies in further research.

Outcome 2, answering sub-question 2. The following
outcome is meant to test the previously created
toolkit in the frame of specific rural territories and
their governance. Through a workshop/focus group
the toolkit and the ways it should or should not be
applied in space will be discussed. Moreover, its
relation to (spatial and ecological) heritage and
culture will also be discussed in order to answer
Question 3.




Outcome 3, answering sub-question 3. To answer
question 3 alternative methods will be used to
create visual media that introduces the importance
of heritage and culture in rural space. The outcome
will be a gallery that presents the opportunities and
weaknesses of post-growth strategies in the chosen
location. The thoughts of inhabitants and decision-
makers gathered for Outcome 2 in combination with
the gallery will create valuable insights on how these
strategies can and cannot be implemented in
shrinking rural areas.

Process

Method description

The research report will be divided into three chapters that answer the research sub-questions. The combination

of the outcomes through these methods will answer the main research question.

Chapter 1 answers the first research question: What is the spatial perspective of post-growth/degrowth theories?

and how does this translate to strategies in planning rural territories? and uses the following methods:

a. Literature research
b. Mapping
c. Inventarisation of (spatial) strategies based on literature research

Through a literature review, a strong knowledge of post-growth theories and strategies for spatial planning is
established. This knowledge will be the foundation of the project and will be translated into general spatial
strategies that will be organized and structured to create a toolkit for post-growth planning.

Moreover, by mapping these strategies, the studied theories will acquire a spatial dimension specific to the

location of interest in the Spanish countryside.

Chapter 2 answers the following research question: How can policies contribute to the implementation of post-

growth principles in space management in Spanish rural territories? and uses the method of:

a. Interviews

- Focused on rural lifestyle and heritage and opportunities for the application of post-growth ideas in
day-to-day life.

- Focused on post-growth-related policies and governance

Through interviews that cater to different focus groups, knowledge about governance, rural lifestyles and their
relation to post-growth strategies is collected. The knowledge retrieved for chapter 1 is tested by relating it to
the opinions of people and decision-makers. How post-growth strategies might or might not fit in the chosen

location in rural environments will be assessed as a result of these interviews.




Finally, chapter 3 answers the question: How can the preservation of cultural and ecological heritage work as a

driver for a post-growth economy in the Spanish rural context? through the methods of:

a. Media (photography and video)
b. Mapping

Through visuals, the value of tangible and ecological heritage is displayed and mapped into space in order to
assess the feasibility of the introduction of post-growth strategies in today’s rural society. This chapter introduces
the knowledge and conclusions from chapter 2 (spatial governance, the locals’ perception of heritage and

lifestyle) and visualizes the space in which the designed strategies could or could not fit in.

The methods of interviews and the creation of visuals (chapters 2 and 3) will be introduced through fieldwork on

location.

Through these methods the main research question will be answered, creating new knowledge on
the spatial perspective on post-growth planning strategies for the preservation of the heritage of
shrinking rural environments in the Spanish countryside.
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Reflection

Relation between the thesis’ topic and the studio Planning Complex Cities

The topic of my thesis aligns with the studio Planning Complex Cities in different ways. The problem statement
focuses on the consequences of the shrinkage of a large territory on a regional scale. It relates to the values and
goals of the studio as the thesis focuses on different scales and relates spatial issues to policies, (government)
institutions and local communities. The main themes of the studio are ‘spatial development, spatial planning,
territorial governance, and participation’. Specifically, the thesis introduces these themes in order to explore the
introduction of post-growth strategies in shrinking rural areas in the Spanish countryside. To achieve its goals, it
examines the spatial characteristics of post-growth theory and introduces them in a specific location. In
combination with a study of governance practices in relation to the same theories, the thesis presents alternatives
for the organization of territories through spatial planning. An important method used during the process is the use
of interviews to retrieve information from different target groups, introducing the participation element that is also
included in the main themes of the studio.
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Relation between the thesis’ topic and the master track of Urbanism

One of the main goals of the thesis is to create a sustainable and resilient development of rural areas in Spain. It
creates knowledge about the relationship between the relatively new post-growth theories and their application in
shrinking areas. By examining these themes, the thesis aligns with the core values of the track related to (social and
ecological) sustainability and interdisciplinary planning.

Scientific relevance

In the case of the Spanish management of rural areas in the chosen locations, there is a clear lack of unifying
frameworks between actors on different governance levels. There is a need for a regional approach that will unify
these territories and create an opportunity for conversation between stakeholders, some of whom are currently
underrepresented in decision-making processes.

Moreover, the experimental introduction of post-growth theories in a spatial and specific shrinking rural context
will provide a new perspective to the practice of spatial design in this kind of context. It allows for transferable
strategies in similar locations in Europe.

Social relevance

The project’s position in the wider fields of spatial planning can be strongly related to EU policies and national and
local Spanish policies. It can contribute to the current methods of governance as it will propose a framework for a
more collaborative approach to planning, through a new scope that is no more driven by economic growth.

The project creates new knowledge on spatial distribution, connectivity and accessibility from new perspectives that
might allow for a critical view of current planning methods and a start for improved visions for these rural areas and
the territories in between them.

It creates a new perspective on culture and unknown opportunities for all in the countryside. The experimental
nature of this project can contribute to opening alternatives to urban lifestyles, breaking the imaginary of the
‘stagnant life’ in rural environments.

Professional relevance

The thesis introduces new links between the territorial organization and governance of specific shrinking rural areas
and innovative post-growth theories. This new knowledge can be transferable to further research in other shrinking
areas in Europe with similar characteristics.




