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cities in action

Citizens create their own 
cultural experience

Zaragoza has established the first public cultural centre in Spain co-managed by the city and citizens. Started as an 
experimental project to provide equality of access to culture, Harinera ZGZ has become a successful, sustainable 
space dedicated to participation, empowerment and transformation of the neighbourhood through creativity.

The story of Harinera began when a residents’ group in San José’ district asked the city council to turn an old 
flour mill into a cultural centre rather than demolishing it to make way for new apartments. While the inhabitants 
saw the building as an important part of the district’s identity, they didn’t have a vision for its new identity as a 
creative community venue. Conscious of the limited opportunities available for residents to participate in cultural 
policymaking and cultural life, the city adopted an approach that would ensure they could exercise their right to 
culture to its fullest extent. 

Guided by this principle, Zaragoza developed a shared governance model that gives an equal voice to the city 
council, the neighbourhood and local cultural players on the assembly of the new culture centre, called Harinera. 
Giving citizens a say in every decision, from the architectural adaptation of the space to programming the content, 
enables them not only to consume but also to determine and produce their own culture. Harinera’s commitment to 
equality of access to culture means it also focuses on promoting projects aimed at groups at risk of social exclusion, 
such as the elderly and refugees, and offering affordable prices and free admission activities. 

Zaragoza - Harinera culture centre

where: Zaragoza, Spain
what: participation
when: 2015-ongoing

At Harinera we are using the tools of a self-managed centre, the only difference 
is that the city council joins in the community as a guide, particularly for the 
participatory aspect which is all about empowering people to develop a 
different way of understanding culture.

Diego Garulo Oses, officer for planning, 
community culture and new projects, Zaragoza 
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Creating a participatory model
The old mill that is now Harinera’s home is 
being restored floor-by-floor at a total cost 
of around €1.2 million by the city, which also 
pays its running costs. Harinera itself has an 
annual budget of €150,000, largely spent on 
the promotion and production of activities. 
The centre also has 11 offices available via an 
open call to cultural, community and social 
businesses, associations and collectives. In 
exchange for free space for up to two years they 
undertake to instigate their own projects and 
get involved in the community’s activities and 
collective, known as Call it H.

Call it H is made up of around 50 people of all 
ages and backgrounds and is permanently open 
to new members committed to its participatory 
cultural cause. Recent additions include the 
parents association of a local school and the 
group that organises the neighbourhood’s 
festivities. Proposals for activities generated by 
the collective and wider community are assessed 
by Harinera’s programming commission, one of 
four permanent bodies coordinating specific 
activities, before submission to the assembly 
for approval. The other three commissions 
cover image and communication, projects and 
neighbourhood liaison. 

Reaching all of society
The assembly looks for projects that involve 
experimental cultural techniques, disciplines 
or processes, contribute something different to 
the local cultural offer and promote the active 
participation of citizens. Not surprisingly, its 
programme is wonderfully diverse, ranging 
from mural painting, plastic arts and circus 
skills to flamenco dancing for all ages and 
rap workshops for teenagers. Harinera is also 
involved in larger-scale, multi-generational 

We are committed to honest 
communication and responsible design 
and it is very important for us to be part 
of the Call it H collective in Harinera, 
where we intersect with innovative 
and diverse people and projects 
and can make a contribution to the 
transformation of our environment, 
neighbourhood and city.

Sole Lopez, co-founder, 
LaDársena Estudio

cultural, environmental and urban art projects that 
leave their mark on the neighbourhood. 

Harinera’s approach means people are not having 
to find space and recognition for their ideas within 
a public framework - they’re making them happen 
themselves. Research shows that Harinera’s 180+ 
activities a year are consistently at least 80% fully 
subscribed. It is also achieving three key goals: 

• Engaging the area’s high proportion of older 
residents in culture and community

• Decentralising the city’s cultural activity - 
important in outlying districts like St Joseph’s

• Recovering memories of its industrial past by 
bringing the emblematic mill back to life

What’s most important according to the city team 
behind Harinera is the contribution it makes to 
people’s lives and society. This is why it has developed 
a novel ‘emotional survey’ to assess its cultural policy 
in terms of quality of experience rather than quantity 
of attendees. This survey reveals that 100% of the 
centre’s users had a good time and thought it was 
worth while, 97% laughed, 97% learnt something 
new and 93% say Harinera made their day better. 

Harinera’s home has rapidly become a landmark of 
the city’s cultural life. Its fame has spread nationally 
too - it has been ranked 51st among the most valued 
cultural institutions in Spain. Harinera members 
have also been invited to 30 workshops in 20 cities 
around the country and two cities have opened 
similar venues. Harinera is now gaining notice 
internationally. Cities in France, Chile and Uruguay 
are currently learning more about Harinera’s 
collaborative management model for public cultural 
spaces.  


