
CIVIC TARRACO: CITIZEN PARTICIPATION AS THE DRIVING FORCE BEHIND HERITAGE MANAGEMENT 

 

1. Roman Tarraco of the XXI century 

The rise in urban living led to new challenges that had to be faced by the citizens in order to see, in democratic 

terms, their full involvement in the city. One of the main tools that they used for collective representation and 

that calls for the configuration of the city, is its heritage.  

Heritage has become a key identity element in contemporary cities, and their potential regarding the 

construction of self-representation shows that this is a social construct (Prats, 1998). As such, this has to be 

fostered in public opinion, although not just this, and this can be achieved through collective heritage 

assimilation processes that enhance the participation of the population as a mechanism to conserve, 

disseminate and share heritage. 

Tarragona’s wealth with regards to its heritage is remarkable. Nevertheless, the abundant archaeological Roman 

remains did not have a central role until the end of the XX century when the public institutions of Tarragona 

turned its historical legacy into an economic element for the city. The fact that the Archaeological Ensemble of 

Tarraco was included in the UNESCO List of World Heritage cities in the year 2000 promoted a qualitative and 

quantitative increase in the conservation of this legacy and, therefore, boosting global awareness about the city. 

But one of the great challenges for the Tarragona of the XXI century is to confront the main characteristic that 

makes this heritage different from other cities: that it is integrated within a contemporary city.  

Due to these challenges and there potential, the Civic Tarraco project came about: a process model of citizen 

participation through online platforms, which was tried in Tarragona using various projects in the second 

semester of 2016. The main aim was to gather information from the citizens’ about the needs and problems 

facing the city’s Roman heritage. The method to show the results of the participative process has been 

developed through idea maps that have been incorporated into the corresponding projects.  

Promoted by the Tarragona Smart Mediterranean City Foundation and Tarragona’s City Hall Area of Culture, 

Heritage and Festivals, this initiative is designed to be a new approach in improving heritage management 

through directly including the citizens’ point of view in decision taking.  

 

2. Goals: the citizens should feel that their Heritage is part of them  

The main goal of this intervention, promoted by the councillor, Begoña Floría, was to take advantage of the tools 

available on the networks to gather the citizens’ positioning regarding the city’s heritage management, as well as 

to collect the proposals and ideas about a variety of aspects.  

The Tarragona Smart Mediterranean City Foundation understood that an intelligent city needed an efficient 

method to study the motivations towards heritage, a fact that implies integrating the new opportunities offered 

by ICT’s (Information and Communication Technologies) and directing them towards citizen participation in 

order to build a horizontal approach to the heritage assimilation processes. In this way, the democratic quality of 

the city is increased, but it also prompts an improvement in knowing how to treat heritage through bettering its 

relationship with the population. 



Therefore, the inherent goals of this approach are those that establish a place that gathers the different citizen 

perspectives in a horizontal way and so preventing a hierarchy system that could blur certain opinions and ideas.  

 

To a certain extent, this is about active listening through online platforms promoted by the new capacities within 

the 2.0 tools and the digital skin (Rabari&Storper, 2014) of the city of Tarragona. These offer improved 

accessibility to participation and, therefore, to an increase in the representation capacity.   

As previously stated, heritage is an element that is linked to the identity of the citizens living together in a city. It 

should be understood that this heritage can be the result of, as put forward by Barth (1969) in relation to 

identity, a self- attribution or attribution by others process. The goal of Civic Tarraco is to boost the first of these 

phenomena and link it to heritage. The initiative therefore intended that citizenship would define itself regarding 

heritage –maximising the capacities of self-attribution- to prevent it from being assigned or wrongly managed. 

Civic Tarraco is also an inspiration to start work on the new role of the citizen in the smart city. The decision 

making structures have often been set from a paternalistic angle and, therefore,  –and in line with the long-term 

goal of  smartcitizenship- the project has followed a citizenship logic focused on empowering it and its capacities 

and abilities to take decisions. Even though it is a complex goal, we feel that Civic Tarraco has led to the first 

approximation towards this aim and is an initial experience that will be essential for future courses of action.  

 

3. Methodology 

The innovative nature of the project required an equally pioneering method in order to meet the goals that had 

been set out. The methodology chosen to create an idea map about heritage has focused on easy citizen access 

and in gathering independent information -ideas – over personal definitions -opinions-. 

As this is a representative process, creativity and innovation have been sought in order to solve the problem that 

has been raised, taking advantage of the opportunities offered by Tarragona's heritage. For example: its 

proximity to urban life and how it is lived alongside with on a daily basis. 



The main focal point within the method should be transparency. The Messagenes1 platform was therefore 

considered as a tool to gather and organise information. This Tarragona platform was developed by former 

students of Universitat Rovira i Virgili (URV), and it allows us to build easy-access participation processes and, 

above all, open to public scrutiny.  

Three sections were created within this platform –idea rooms- covering the three zones of action: Colony Forum, 

Sedassos Square and the Roman Circus in Plaza de la Font. Another zone was opened later on to study the uses 

and abuses made of the heritage places by the citizens and certain public and private initiatives. The participant, 

once registered, has the option to publish within these sections, contextualising his/her ideas in the specific 

theme. This information is overseen by a technician who gathers the opinions and places them in the results 

(idea map).  

This system is instantaneous thanks to the agility of Messagenes and its social network type configuration. 

Moreover, it allows us to observe the origin of the ideas and places the actors in a fluid participative process as 

they are not involved in a constant discussion but rather in persevering brainstorming, the synchronisation of 

the platform establishes a collaborative and constructive process in which all of the participants generate a 

horizontal synergy that prevents hierarchies within the process. 

To achieve representativeness in the project, a Social Map was made to ensure the participation of the key 

actors in the process. Likewise, the virtual life of the intervention was transferred to a physical place thanks to 

the face-to-face session, organised to include people with less Internet access. The physical transfer of the 

initiative also entailed the use of qualitative techniques, such as interviews, to introduce themes provided by the 

main actors like, for example: shopkeepers near the zone, experts in historic heritage and neighbours. This fact 

led to four reporters going into the terrain and interviewing people who were not on the Social Map, maximising 

the representativeness of the obtained data.  

The following diagram shows the strategy methodology used: 

 

Figure 1. Tarragona Smart Mediterranean City Foundation Methodology in Civic Tarraco project. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           

1http://www.messagenes.com 

 

http://www.messagenes.com/


 

4. Results: from theory to practice 

 

4.1 The participation 

The participation, given the goals of representativeness and collective construction, has become a central goal. 

The data in the area shows 61 publications on the Messagenes platform. The majority come from people who 

were pre-selected from the Social Map. At a qualitative level, the contributions have a high degree of reflection 

and meticulous preparation, a fact that leads us to conclude that the Messagenes platform is feasible as a 

conduit for community participation initiatives. 

The following graph shows the participation characteristics: 

 

Figure 2. Participation data from the Civic Tarraco Project. 

The majority of the contributions (60.71%) are fruit of the interviews carried out by the mediator. Only one 

publication was made by people not interviewed or related to the project. This fact is not positive and, in future 

interventions of a similar nature, mechanisms will be sought to increase the number of participants in this 

category in order to obtain a greater degree of representativeness. Nevertheless, Civic Tarraco is methodically 

focused on a viewpoint that is more qualitative than quantitative. 

The remaining publications (21.31%) were carried out by reporters, a fact that is important because, although it 

is an intervention of a very significant online nature, physical supports in the participation process are still 

necessary. This fact is clearly demonstrated as none of the people interviewed by the reporter registered with 

Messagenes. This is information that would not have been included if the methodology had not taken the 

interviews into consideration.  

This fact, added to having to register on the platform, should make us reflect on why there is little willingness to 

participate in projects that are not anonymous. We hypothesise that it could be due to distrust caused by the 

supposed consequences that may arise from having to defend one opinion or another in a public sphere.  

On the other hand, the heritage or academic profile of some of the participating entities and institutions, ranging 

from the venerable Royal Archaeological Society of Tarragona (RSAT) to the URV Archaeological Chair or the 

Catalan Institute of Classical Archaeology (ICAC), offer very interesting perspectives about the problem, which 

enriches the debate. The process has therefore served as a vehicle to build dialogue, thanks to the synergies 

among the professionals, academics, associations involved in the matter and the citizens themselves. 



 

 

More than generating distance between the different positions, the project has managed to bring them together 

under one rhetoric, even converting specific institutional heritage requirements into mutual ones. For example, 

the URV and the ICAC and the RSAT all coincide about the need to create a central organism for centralised 

heritage management, even though that was not the aim of the Civic Tarraco processes. 

However, we should bear in mind that taking decisions is never based on academy or association but rather on a 

much more prosaic reality. Apart from the institutional programmes, always complex and multi-variant, we 

should also consider the legal framework (urban legislation, legislation about historic heritage), the urban needs 

that lead to dialogue that is sometimes difficult between heritage conservation and the day-to-day evolution of 

the city; and, of course, about the current budgetary possibilities. We should not fall into the trap of thinking 

that the decisions are just that, decisions generated by a small group of politicians and trained, capable 

technicians enclosed in their ivory towers. We mustn’t forget that the politicians and the technicians are also 

citizens. 

In this way, Civic Tarraco has allowed the institutions, administration and civil society to be connected on 

common ground. At the same time, it allows for the exposition of different ideas that have become versions of 

the same problem that alert about the need to focus human resources regarding the governance of the city.  

 

 

 

 

 



 

4.2 Results by zones: distinctive features of the places 

The different Messagenes newsrooms have had unequal participation. The newsroom that has created most 

interest –as we will see later on- has been the Colony Forum with 685 visits (20/7/2017). The least visited is 

Sedassos Square (505 visits). The following extract from the platform shows this: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Graphic showing the Civic Tarraco newsrooms in Messagenes. 

The main contributions gathered in the section reserved in the Colony2 Forum can be divided into three ambits: 

- Circulation  

- Access 

- Cultural life 

In first place, a majority group of participants has pointed out that the zone adjacent to the monument would 

work better as a pedestrian zone. Better advantage of the zone could be taken without the continuous transit.   

In second place, the debate about accessing the historic grounds shows that improvements to the enclosure are 

necessary. However, the neighbours and shopkeepers prefer an open model making the Colony Forum one of 

the city’s green lungs. 

In third place, the Forum is seen as a cultural place and the contributions clearly state that it would be fitting to 

disseminate its historical value while, at the same time, using it as a place for cultural events.  

On the other hand, Sedassos has not received many contributions. The majority of the comments have centred 

on generic aspects. Only one specific element has been mentioned: the current reconstruction of the old 

grandstand.  

Lastly, the newsroom in the Circus3 is the one that has received most interventions. This is the zone where the 

old Roman Circus was and is now located in Plaza de la Font in the city centre. The ideas concentrated in this 

section can be summed up in two categories: 

                                                           

2  The results from the contributions of 45 citizens can be seen at: 
http://www.messagenes.com/laiabogaarts/reporterlaiaf 

 

 



- Tourism dissemination 

- Coexistence 

The participants agreed about Tarragona’s tourism potential and placed the Circus as an element that could 

become representative. However, they feel that it is lacking in dissemination and propose improving the 

messages transmitted about it. Some comments propose that the Circus could be the representative insignia of 

Tarragona and would like to turn it into a museum zone with exhibitions using things like explanatory panels and 

maybe a museum circuit. 

The participants also stated, contrary to the anterior argument, that coexistence is complicated as it is a heavily 

transited tourist and leisure zone. The idea was put forward to make Portalet Street two-way in order to stop 

the noise pollution from motor-vehicles. However, the participants have criticised the model of terraces installed 

in the zone. The proliferation of these for private use makes it difficult to use the public space and its heritage 

assimilation, according to the users. Other positions highlight the need for the aesthetic homogeneity of the 

terraces in order to minimise their visual impact. 

The author has to contrast the results that can be seen in the Civic Tarraco charts that were made at the time 

and also the project documents, and it can be seen that it in a very high percentage the ideas were included in 

the documents or were incorporated. The majority of the others were either technically or legally impossible, 

but represent a minority. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                  

3  http://www.messagenes.com/laiabogaarts/reporterlaiaS   
 

4 http://www.messagenes.com/laiabogaarts/ReporterLaiaC 

 



 

 

This means that the technical documents, the political intentions and the citizens’ worries are much more 

aligned than it seemed at first. This is important because it indirectly breaks away from the negative image 

attributed to the public administration as being isolated from day-to-day realities.  

 

5. Conclusions: participation as a building mechanism  

As put forward by Meijer and Rodríguez Bolívar (2016), there are perspectives that show the need to define the 

city and focus it towards human capital and human resources as decision-making elements. It has to be 

recognised that cities, above all those that want to become smart cities, are conceptualised as metropolitan 

areas with large masses of population that are highly educated; this is human capital that cannot be 

underestimated when managing the city. The new urban areas, whether medium or small, have state 

universities and knowledge hubs (Lombardi et al., 2012) the key element does not lie in establishing new 

institutions, as these already exist. More likely, the goal should be to build spaces and generate synergies that 

bring the existing institutions together which, as we have seen from the results of the project, lack dialogue. The 

Civic Tarraco project has allowed us to become aware of this phenomenon and should be the first step towards 

solving it.  

Likewise, showing different points of view has enabled the socialisation of the problems, The existence of citizen 

contribution processes approached from a more competitive component -meaning: the citizens compete to 

establish that their point of view is valid over that of others- has to be removed. As has happened with Civic 

Tarraco, once collective construction and non-competitiveness is accepted, without censorship or prior filters 

other than an impartial moderator, the emphasis is not centred on imposing one idea or another but on 

increasing the quality and relevance of the idea.  



The characteristics of Civic Tarraco and its overlapping with Messagenes have established collective 

representation about the needs and problems facing Tarragona’s Roman heritage. Therefore, Civic Tarraco 

becomes a legitimate source of knowledge (and a tool that generates more ideas) with a citizenship base. 

Nevertheless, we should also bear in mind that some of the online newsrooms have given unexpected results or 

even undesirable ones from the point of view of moderation. Even so, we believe that this is one of the risks in a 

democracy and has to be allowed and understood. Although distorted results are an uncontrollable fact, it is 

more dangerous to have interest groups lobbying specific areas and therefore, we would highlight the position 

of the trained and perspicacious moderator who is able to redirect this phenomenon. This way of thinking does 

not back the right of veto of any urban actor on the platform, rather it aims at the need for impartial 

representativeness. 

The main conclusion taken from the compiled contributions and the proposals made by civil society is the high 

level of contributions and ideas that had also been considered in the institutional proposals, which indicates that 

the distance between civil society, administrations and politicians is often less than we would like to think. 

About the three places; the need to create a consortium that agglutinates the responsibilities of conserving, 

researching and disseminating heritage and to act as a management mechanism. However, this must meet the 

needs of synergy and cooperation among the existing institutions and between them and the citizens in order to 

enable a common heritage management area.  

Therefore, respecting the diversity of the urban actors in a dialogue provided through ICT’s, the required bases 

can be obtained to build mechanisms of governance, in this case regarding heritage, that meet the city’s and the 

population’s real needs. The example is the demand for a consortium as an entity that coordinates endeavours 

towards heritage. 

The project has significantly affected the capacitance and understanding of various city actors –heritage and 

academic institutions, shopkeepers and neighbours- in an active role. Based on this, the project has promoted a 

public 2.0 space to share the perspectives required for this dialogue, although the need for a physical place to 

gather information in order to involve those users who have less access to online resources must not be 

underestimated.  

The social impact of the project responds to the generation of a debate about heritage, which provokes learning 

that is vital for new initiatives. Projects like Civic Tarraco have to continue working for online participation 

because, as we have seen, this has been low for non-selected profiles and, therefore, we must reflect on what 

mechanisms are required to introduce initiatives with goals having similar characteristics. Until these problems 

are solved and the dynamics redirected, it is necessary to include intervention techniques and data gathering in 

physical places. 

However, the categories that allow us to evaluate the success of the project show that it has been positively 

attained, albeit a qualified success. Firstly, the relevance of public-political participation has to be increased, for 

example: the Royal Archaeological Society of Tarragona (RSAT), the URV Archaeological Chair or the Catalan 

Institute of Classical Archaeology (ICAC). Even so, maximisation of results is required for this indicator regarding 

other actors as the lack of private, non-selected users also limits the scope of the intervention. It is necessary to 

add the participation of professional collectives that work on local heritage on a daily basis, from the municipal 

technicians to those who work in the private sector; and, obviously, the citizenship collectives, whether 

collegiate or individual. 



Furthermore, evaluating the proposals and the development of initiatives that the users have contributed to the 

idea map, beyond the specifics set out in the programme, the effectiveness of Civic Tarraco to provide future 

lines of actions is clearly shown. Principally: generating an institutional and citizenship collective fabric for 

historic heritage management. 

There has been ample acceptance of the activities and the intervention layout of Civic Tarraco that leads to the 

conclusion that the design could be applied to other projects linked to citizen participation. In fact, as we have 

seen, some of the users highlight the relevance of the initiative due to the need for common spaces to generate 

and discuss ideas. 

Finally, Civic Tarraco has had a significant impact among the main institutions when socialising and integrating 

their different points of view. It has opened a new benchmark framework to elaborate policies that enable a 

type of governance that stems from and focuses on the community. That is why the horizontal socialisation of 

ideas and the generation of collective knowledge about specific ambits lead to an increase in citizen 

participation in the urban political agenda and is, therefore, the first step towards truly smart governance.  
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