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Abstract. The planning and management of coastal sitesin
Catal onia has been mainly concerned with rendering beaches
functional for mass frequentation. This has caused serious
problems for the beaches, including the alteration of dune
formation processes and the destruction of beach vegetation
and habitats. Municipal capacity to plan and manage beaches
is theoretically very limited and relegated to the design of
plans related to the maintenance of facilities for beach users.
Nonetheless, a singular experience, led by alocal council in
the metropolitan area of Barcelona demonstrates the crucial
rolethat alocal administration can play in achieving abalance
between habitat preservation and socia use based on sustain-
able coastal management objectives, in spite of a restrictive
legislation.

Keywords: Beach management; Coastal resource; Habitat;
Llobregat Delta; Sand dune.

Introduction

Since the 1960s, beaches in Catalonia have been
administered essentially to favour tourism, the most
important industry inthe country. Conseguently, beaches
turned into consumer’ s goods. This hasled to an inten-
sive occupation of the coastline —59% of the length of
the Catalan coast was occupied by urban settlementsin
1983 (Anon. 1983); this, together with growing specul a-
tion, has resulted in poor construction quality and bad
infrastructuresand commaodities, especially lack of sew-
agetreatment, which affected the state of the beachesin
many ways (sand and water pollution, occurrence of
rubbish, etc). Moreover, the construction of many mari-
nas has had an important impact on the deterioration of
beaches. Likewise, the construction of new maritime
promenades and large car parks on the upper partsof the
beaches has caused building impacts adjacent and paral-
lel to the coastline. Theseimpactsinclude the ateration
of dune formation processes and the destruction of
beach vegetation and habitats, with the consequent re-
duction of diversity and the degradation of beaches as
natural systems (Nordstrom 1994).

The metropolitan beaches have suffered specific

problems. During the 1950stheimplantation of industry
along the metropolitan coast occupied large areasto the
detriment of recreation. Long stretches of beaches were
used as industrial dumps and for other marginal pur-
poses. During the 1960sand the 1970s, recreational uses
gradually became more important and metropolitan
beachesareincreasingly used by peoplefrom Barcelona
and its metropolitan area.

The situation improved during the 1980s, in all
Cataloniaand especialy inthemetropolitan areabeaches,
with the establishment of new democratic administra-
tivebodies. At themetropolitan scale, an urban planning
document especially oriented towards the metropolitan
coast wasissued in 1982 by the M etropolitan Authority.
This document foresaw future development along the
coast in order to open theway to urban uses and tourism.
The Metropolitan Areaisan administrative body, set up
by the metropolitan municipalitiesincluding Barcelona,
to co-ordinate and give support to the tasks undertaken
by local councils. Hygienic standards became the main
worry of the local authorities, which resulted in the
widespread use of beach cleaning machines and, more
recently, surface seawater cleaning boats. These hygi-
enic standards associated with the presence of facilities
for beach users (showers, toilets, playgrounds, boat
areas, vehicle access facilities, security, etc.), have be-
come the main criteria for beach management. There-
fore, it can be stressed that the administrative bodies
have been mainly concerned with rendering beaches
functional for mass frequentation (see Breton et al.
1994).

Beaches became amain issue with the release of the
Spanish Coastal Act of 1988. The Spanish Coastal Act
was not implemented in Catalonia until 1990 because
the Autonomous Government disagreed. It claimed for
authority onits coastal areamorethan the Central State.
According to the Coastal Act, responsibility for beach
planning and management in Catalonia is shared by a
number of administrative bodies ranging from state to
local levels. The Spanish Ministry of the Environment is
essentially responsible for beach management -beaches
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Fig. 1. Coastal zones protected by the Coastal Act of 1988.

are included in the so-called maritime-terrestrial public
zone (MTPZ) which includesthe zone between low tide
level and major storm waves limits. It includes salt
marshes, lagoons, areas flooded periodically, beaches
and dunes. The State has full authority over this stretch
of MTPZ. Following the Coastal Act, the first 100 m
above the upper limit of the MTPZ are considered as
‘Protected Zone' and can be enlarged to 200m (Fig. 1).
Protection regulations are strict in this zone. This ‘' Pro-
tected Zone' is under the jurisdiction of the Catalan
Government authority. The Generdlitat — the Autono-
mous Government — al so exercises authority over territo-
rial planning a a entire Catalan level. Local councils
assume, with an important level of autonomy, the task of
town planning including land use alocation (zoning) and
regulatory measures. However municipal plans have to
befinaly approved by the Urbanism Commission of the
Generalitat. With respect to beaches, the municipalities
draw-up beach use plansrel ated to beach cleaning and the
maintenance of seasonal infrastructuresand commodities
for beach users, under the State control of the MTPZ.
Municipal capacity to plan and manage beachesistheo-
retically limited to the design of plans related to the
maintenance of facilities for beach users.

The nomination of Barcelona to organize the 1992
Olympic Games gave the opportunity to carry out part
of the coastal planning designed by the metropolitan
authority 10 yr before, recovering the northeast beaches

1 500 m. Aprox.

Fig. 2. Cross-section of beach and adjacent coastal |andforms
(adapted from Platt et. al. 1987).

in front of the city. The rehabilitation programme on
Barcelona's coastal front and the urban development
related to the Olympic village between 1990 and 1992
are examples of these macro-interventions. This plan
included the renewal of the sewage system, theremoval
of physical structures which functioned as a barrier
between the city and the sea (i.e. railroad tracks along
the coast), the construction of a (partly underground)
ring motorway, the opening of coastal parks and a
maritime promenade, the construction of anew marina,
with commercial and recreational interests, and finaly,
therestoration of degraded beachesthroughwasteclean-
ing and artificial beach reconstruction. This urban wa-
terfront, mainly oriented towards recreational uses, rep-
resented the opening of the city to the sea.

Nevertheless, there is till a lack of basic infra-
structures, like sewagetrestment, especially onthe south-
west of the capital where an important load of sewage —
40% of the Barcelona metropolitan area production —is
currently dumped directly into the LIobregat river, close
toitsmouth. Even though the building of agiant sewage
treatment plant is planned to be constructed in the near
future, seawater contamination is affecting the beaches
at the Llobregat delta.

These beaches have important natural characteris-
tics which make them very special in the metropolitan
context. There are 19 km of beaches with different
levels of urbanization along the delta coastline, a half
of them are practically unspoiled asit isthe casefor the
beachesin the municipalities of Viladecansand El Prat
deLlobregat. Historical reasonshave kept these beaches
free from mass use, in spite of their close proximity to
Barcelona: basically the location of the Barcelona In-
ternational Airport and the contamination of seawater
from theriver. In addition, several barriersto accessto
the sea exist: the occurrence of large enclosed proper-
ties of the Barcelona bourgeoisie — which have been
used for hunting in the coastal wetlands backing the
beaches, the presence of a golf camp, several military
facilities and different camp sites adjacent to the coast.
As aresult, along stretch of beaches preservesits com-
plete natural structurewith itsadjacent coastal land forms
like dune systems, salt marshes and lagoons, in avariety
of ecological chnages (Figs. 2 and 3).

The purpose of this paper is to analyse how a local
council has been able to take advantage of the value of
its coastal resources in this metropolitan context and
make an early strategy to preserve them. Although the
implementation of a local beach rehabilitation pro-
gramme launched in 1988 has already been presentedin
aprevious paper (Breton & Esteban 1995), it isimpor-
tant to evaluate today the El Prat del Llobregat beach
management programme as asubstantial effort over the
years. It is also important to analyse how and why a
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local council hasbeen ableto develop and strengthen an
environmentally sound strategy of beach management.

It should be noted that thisis not an isolated exam-
ple. On the one hand, there arelocal and regional initia-
tivesin other countries which demonstrate the increas-
ing importance of the local role in the conservation of
coastal resources (Brindell 1990; Fischer et al. 1995;
Meur-Ferec 1995) and on the other hand, other munici-
palities in Catalonia, especially in the same LIobregat
delta, are launching plans for recovering the natural
systems of their beaches (Breton et al. 1999). Neverthe-
less, in the Catalan context, El Prat has been the first
council concerned with the restoration of its natural
beaches and implementing an ecological management
programme before the Coastal Act release.

Asthe Llobregat Delta beaches have some specific
characteristics in the Metropolitan Area, we will (1)
present the problematic situation of the El Prat beaches
in the Delta context; (2) analyse the response to this
issue by the El Prat Council; (3) explainand evaluatethe
management program developed for the municipal
beaches since 1988, while keeping in mind that it has
been carried out during 10 years; (4) asses strategies
developed by local council in front of a State project
affecting its coastal zone, as well as the actual impact
these may represent on beaches. The fina goa is a
critical analysison the capability and limitationsof local
administrators to achieve sustainable coastal manage-
ment.

The Llobregat delta context

The Llobregat river flows into the sea through a
delta. Tothe north of theriver the deltaareais occupied
by the expanding urban municipalities near Barcelona.
The southern part has kept large open spaces in spite of
the continuous pressure exerted by agriculture, indus-
trial activity, tourist resorts and infrastructures (i.e. the
presence of the Barcelona harbour and airport) (Fig. 4).

The history of the deltais a continuous transforma-
tion processrelated to human activities(Breton & Esteban
1995). Thedeltawasoriginally avast areaof continuous
marshes, severa kilometres in width along the coast.
Several lagoons, linked to ancient mouths of the
Llobregat river, could be found aong with beaches and
dune systems.

Thefirst human occupationin thisareawasbased on
agriculture and was located near the river, exploiting
wetlands and riparian forests, which explainsthe origin
of the settlement El Prat del Llobregat. In the second
half of the 19th century the construction of irrigation
channels stemming from the Llobregat River and the
perforation of the first wells which permit the exploita-
tion of theaquifer led to thetransformation of traditional
agriculture into a more intensive form of land use,
including market gardening, and it expanded over the
whole delta. Only coastal areas with highly saline soils
were not affected by thisexpansion. Towardsthe end of
the 19th century, farmers planted pine woods (mainly
Pinus pinea) along the coastline, in order to protect the
fields from mobile dunes. Recent historical documents
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prove that some pine trees formations are far more
ancient (16th century) and that they were planted to
obtain wood for construction or for energy (Vaverde
1998). By the early decades of the 20th century, the
original landscape of the delta had been greatly trans-
formed. In the 1940s, the deltalandscape was an impor-
tant agricultural area, serving the Barcelonamarket with
fresh vegetables.

Sincethe 1950s, changeshave occurredincreasingly
quickly. The construction of infrastructures, notably the
Barcelona International Airport (the first runway was
constructed in 1948 and its expansion took place be-
tween 1965 and 1991), and the extension of Barcelona
Harbour (it has underwent continuous changes since
1950) together with the construction of adual carriage-
way from Barcelonato Castelldefels, and the growth of
industrial and urban areas in the delta and its surround-
ings, which received important waves of immigrants
from the south, transformed the landscape once again.

The development of tourism began in the 1960s, and
hotels, camp sites and apartment buildings occupied
most of the pine woods, aong the dual carriageway,
especialy in the southwest of the delta. In fact, the
southern beaches of the delta supported massive sum-
mer frequentation from the Barcelonaarea, that implied
the construction of maritime promenades for vehicle
traffic and parking areas on the upper part of the beaches,
causing the disappearance of the vegetation (especially
pine woods and psammophilic communities) in some
areas, and the ateration of topographical features. This
affected mainly the municipalities of Castelldefels and
Gava. Castelldefelsbecame (and remains until today) the
main resort for Barcelona weekenders (Breton et al.
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Fig. 4. The LIobregat Delta.

1992). By contrast, the beaches of the municipalities of
El Prat and Viladecans, nearest the Llobregat river
mouth, have preserved large extensions of pine woods
and some areas of beach vegetation and dunes, due to
the above-mentioned facts.

Nowadays there are important problems affecting
the delta beaches, two of which are of particular impor-
tance. The first one is sea-water pollution as it has
already been mentioned, and the second one is the
erosion and regression of the northern beaches of the
delta

Coastal regression is of considerable importance.
BarcelonaHarbour isanimportant obstaclefor thelong-
shore current, which flows from NE to SW in this zone,
getting diverted from the river mouth. It is empirically
known that the sediment discharge by the Llobregat
River has decreased for different reasons (construction
of damsin the upper basin, sand extraction, etc.) during
thelast 50 yr. Dueto thelack of data on sediment loads
fromtheriver, it has been calculated indirectly that the
river brings ca. 60000 tons of sediments per year
(Breton & Miralles 1998). No historical dataare avail-
able to make a comparison. Nonetheless, the area lo-
cated nearest the mouth of theriver showsaregression
trend of about 6 m/yr. Thistrend diminishes gradually
towards the south where an inflexion of the processis
observed, resulting in agradual increase of sedimenta-
tion in the southern half of the delta coastline. Thisis
principally due to the role of the marina called Port
Ginesta, located in the south of the Castelldefel sbeach,
which acts as abarrier for coastal sediments.
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The response of the council of El Prat de LIobregat

Different important outcomes help to understand
why the local council of El Prat de Llobregat made the
move towards a programme of beach management in
1988. Sincethe 1970s, socia and ecol ogical movements
have arisen in El Prat. They were especially concerned
with the project of diversion of the Llobregat River,
foreseen in the Metropolitan Territorial Plan of 1974 to
enlarge the Barcelona Harbour. This plan considered
the El Prat municipality mainly as an industrial area
between the harbour and the airport. A huge demonstra-
tion took place during this period to protest against the
river diversion. Environmental awareness grew from
these early datesin El Prat in favour of the conservation
of wetlands, lagoons and beaches in front of the town.
When the first democratic election took place, El Prat
Council wasled by aloca communist government —during
sometimealliedwiththesociaist party. Althoughtheloca
government had many socia problems to solve (massive
working classimmigration, poor housing, marginaity and
job problems, industrial contamination, airport noise, etc.),
it developed a growing sensitivity for environmenta mat-
ters. Certainly, beacheswere considered by the municipal -
ity as important natural resources in the context of the
Llobregat delta.

This was firstly because the El Prat beaches are
located in the centre of a metropolitan area and remain
to alarge extent unspoiled or, at least, free from urban
sprawl, especialy in the area used as municipal beach
and frequented mainly by peoplefrom El Prat. Sincethe
1980s some devel opment proposals affecting pine tree
areas adjacent to the beach have been systematicaly
stopped by the municipality, leading to different legal
disputes with the Autonomous Government which has
the territory planning authority.

Secondly, along this stretch of beach, beginning ca.
3 km away from the river mouth and extending towards
the south, no net regression or progression of the beach
has been observed. Local administrators had no quanti-
tative data on this process, but they empirically knew
that beaches were in a situation of relative balance. On
the contrary, the local Council has had to protect the
area nearest to theriver, as the access road to the beach
has been repeatedly cut by water during heavy storms.
As the beaches of El Prat del Llobregat were not a
priority in the State coastal defence programme, the
local Council has had to defend this northern part. On
the one hand, this needed much money, which comes
from the annual local budgets, and on the other hand it
has caused repeated legal disputes with the Central
Authority as coastal defence is not alocal matter.

Thirdly, because of its sedimentary balance character-
isticsand the presence of unspoiled adjacent dunes, pine

trees and wetlands formations, the beach of El Prat
offered considerable potentia for regeneration without
important investments. At thesametime, thelocal Coun-
cil El Prat exerted pressure on the supra-local, auto-
nomic and central government to get asewage treatment
plant constructed. This meant a better quality of sea
water which would permit bathing recreation, prohib-
ited at present. The same Council was aware though,
that once water would be cleaned, intense urbanization
pressure would be exerted.

Fourthly, because these beaches represent the sec-
ond largest breeding population (ca. 100 pairs) of the
Kentish Plover (Charadrius alexandrinus) in Catalonia
(the first one is in the Ebre delta), concentrated in the
municipalities of El Prat and Viladecans. The Kentish
Ploverisoneof thekey bird speciesthat confersinterna-
tional importance to the Llobregat delta. It is the most
threatened limicolous bird in Europe (Tucker & Hesath
1994). Itsrecession is mainly due to the increase in the
use of beachesfor tourism, which implieshigh levels of
frequentation and mechanical beach cleaning, resulting
in the destruction of their natural habitat. Nowadays, an
important part of the European population nests in the
Iberian Peninsula (Hagemeijer & Blair 1997), and the
Catalan population is the largest (Figuerola & Cerda
1998).

Fifthly, the Local Council was aware that these
unspoiled beaches and their val ue as habitat would have
considerable potential as atool for environmenta edu-
cation and could be used in education programmes to
show the importance of coastal ecosystems as natural
resources.

Finally, the El Prat Council has aways considered
thelandscape of its beaches separately in the metropoli-
tan context. The beaches al so represented an open space
of high quality for its own local population. Thus, they
could absorb recreational uses compatible with the con-
servation of its natural value, with appropriate manage-
ment. Thisfunctionisextremely important because of the
numerous loca populations which are not fully aware of
the natural importance of the area. Moreover, the beach
area is 15 minutes by train or car from the centre of
Barcelona. Therefore the coastal area of the Llobregat
Deltais crucial for the quality of life of both the metro-
politan and local population. It could also be very attrac-
tive for bird watchers or other forms of eco-tourism.

Theroleof thelocal administration in beach manage-
ment: the El Prat case-study

In 1988, El Prat local council designed a beach
management programme aimed at making public use of
these beaches compatible with the preservation of their
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botanical and zoological value. Firstly the council de-
veloped an experimental information programme for
their beaches. Simultaneously, al.5 km stretch of ca. 60
m width was qualified as a ‘preserved ared’. As the
municipality has jurisdiction over the cleaning of the
beaches, mechanical cleaning of the protected beach
zone was terminated and since 1988 thistask is carried
out selectively by hand. Thisisimportant for the native
plant communities, which are now establishing them-
selves without periodical disturbances. In 10 years, the
vegetation cover of the beach has increased dramati-
cally. In 1988 the vegetation had almost disappeared
from the area as a result of mechanical cleaning. The
termination of thispracticeand the establishment of ropes
delimitating the protected parts of the beach together with
the later introduction of a network of signposted paths
have led to a progressive increase in plant cover and
extension. Nowadays vegetation covers an areaof 135m
x1500monthe El Prat beach (Pino & De Roa1998). At

Fig. 5. Species composition and
structure of the vegetation of the
El Prat de Llobregat beaches
(from Pino & De Roa 1998).

the same time, the initial stages characterized by a
complete mixture of different communities are now
being replaced by naturally distributed plant popul ations
in relation to the coastline (Fig. 3). Until now, there
were no detailed data of species composition and distri-
bution, total and specific plant cover, species number
and diversity. However arecent study provided data on
this topic (Pino & De Roa 1998). The most relevant
results of the study are shown in Fig. 5. Theincreasing
density of vegetation has produced some direct effects,
such as the beginning of the natural regeneration of the
foredune system. Wind force combined with the trap-
ping of sand by the strong roots of beach plants allowed
dunes to reach a height of 1.5-2m. Moreover, the
sel ective cleaning of the beach iseffectivein encourag-
ing community participation, as it is usually carried
out by volunteers. Actually, groups of volunteersfrom
the municipality perform this task every year, before
and after the Kentish Plover breeding period. They are
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Fig. 6. Breeding numbers of the Kentish Plover (Charadrius
alexandrinus) inthe L1obregat Delta. No censusesare availablefor
the years 1990, 1991 and 1993 (from Figuerola& Cerda 1998).

generally people involved in recreative and educative
associations, scout or ecologist groups and members of
thered cross, co-ordinated and supported by the El Prat
Council.

A programme of environmental education was im-
plemented in 1989 by the local Museum of El Prat
(supported by the Council). This programme is joined
by a growing number of people from the Metropolitan
Area of Barcelona (ca. 14500 in 1997). It includes
information on natural beaches, wetlands, pine woods,
agricultural land and the river itself. The adaptations of
the dune plants to the lack of water, high temperatures,
mobile ground and poor soils are of particular interest.
Management measures used on this beach are also an
important topic of this programme.

In 1991, anetwork of signposted pathswas established
with the support of the Metropolitan Authority of Barce-
lona. Thisallowed accessto the seashore without affecting
plant communities and animals, particularly the colony of
breeding Kentish Plover (Santaeufemia et a. 1990;
Gutierrez 1994). Some sengitive areaswere excluded from
public access.

Since 1992, a service of control and an information
campaign has been operating on the beach during the
breeding season of the Kentish Plover (April to July). A
patrol of guards, in contact with thelocal police, inform
beach users by giving them pamphlets and explanations
in an attempt to ensure the enforcement of the access
regulations.

Nevertheless, a problem arose unexpectedly. The
breeding population of the Kentish Plover, chosen as a
symbol of the whole project, decreased constantly be-
tween 1990 and 1995, from 105 pairsto 69 (Figuerola&
Cerda 1998). The decrease seemed to be caused by the
increase in vegetation density in the area. It would

appear that the Kentish Plover prefersthe initial stages
of the succession rather than the more mature ones,
when dense vegetation has been established. Since the
Kentish Plover isoneof thekey bird speciesthat confers
international importance to the Llobregat delta, this
proved to be a serious problem. To solve this problem,
new areas of restricted accessto the beach were created
in 1996 alowing the occupation of the pre-dune area
(with aless dense plant cover than the post-dune area)
by the Kentish Plover. Detailed monitoring of the popu-
lation trends and breeding behaviour of the birds has
been carried out recently, and it demonstrates slow
recovery trends (Figuerola& Cerda 1998) (Fig. 6).

The useof thissite asan educational resource caused
some conflicts between conservation and environmen-
tal education due to the continuous frequentation of
groups on the beach and dunes (200 visitors/day in
spring (De Roa 1998)). The solution liesin concentrat-
ing visitorsin a“‘sector’ specifically designed to receive
the public. This sector, called the ‘pedagogica plot’
(900 m?), was created in 1993, and has been covered
entirely with new vegetation. It includes two artificial
dunes, the closer oneto the coast is 130 cm high and the
second oneis1 m high. Their plant distribution matches
the distribution of natural dune plants (De Roa 1993,
1998): pre-dune (Agropyretum mediterraneum), dune
(Ammophiletum arundinaceae) and post-dune (Crucia-
nelletum maritimae) communities in strips parale to
the coastline. A wooden walk way allows easy access.
Signposts describe the main species in the plot. The
monitoring of the evolution of the area has permitted to
obtain data about the most effective method of planting
available: vegetative fragments, transplanting or sow-
ing. Theinformation collected during the course of this
project (i.e. species adaptation, better methods of plant-
ing etc.) will be useful infuture projectsof rehabilitation
of beaches and reintroduction of dune plants (De Roa
1998).

The future condition of the beachesin the L1obregat
Delta is linked to the development of the Llobregat
Delta Infrastructure Plan (LDIP). This operation is ex-
pected to have regional, national, and international im-
portance (Marshall 1994; Breton 1995; Breton & Esteban
1995). The coastal area of the delta is threatened by
different projects in the framework of the LDIP: the
extension of the existing harbour and airport, the con-
struction of new highways, high speed railway tracks
and the diversion of the L1obregat River. The decisions
related tothe LDIPwill affect the situation of the coastal
ecosystems.
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The coastal management strategy El Prat

The El Prat Council takesits own initiativesto plan
the coastal zone, and despiteitslimited authority, itisan
important agent in the decision process about the future
of the coastal front. When the Central Administration
launched an important sectorial plan in the area in
agreement with the autonomous Government, the so-
caled Llobregat Delta Infrastructure Plan (LDIP), the
El Prat Council had no choice: it had to reach an agree-
ment with the higher levels of administration to negoti-
atethedifferent infrastructuresandto control theprojects
and their environmental impacts. Especially important
werethose affecting the coastal zone and the beaches. It
should be kept in mind that the airport and most of the
foreseen associated development were located inside
the municipal boundaries of El Prat de Llobregat. An
L DIP agreement was signed between local, autonomous
and central bodiesin 1994. The local council accepted
the Llobregat River diversion (which was a socially
sensible point), with aview to negotiating measures for
designing an efficient ecological project of river diver-
sion and acoastal protection plan. This course of action
was associated with a compl ete package of other meas-
ures aimed at restoring and preserving the delta’ smain
coastal resources (wetlands, pine trees, dunes and
beaches) and at reducing the expected impacts of devel-
opments foreseen in the LDIP in the deltain general.

Since 1994, the El Prat Council has worked directly
on the ecological design of every project. On the one
hand, the LDIP has taken in account old claims as the
construction of a sewage treatment plant and the de-
fence of the coast. On the other hand, some of the most
important impactson coastal ecosystemscannot becom-
pletely avoided. In this sense, the most controversial
project at the moment is the construction of a new
airport runway parallel to the coastline which will have
far-reaching impacts on the El Prat and Viladecans
beaches. Thusthe adjacent pineforest and the upper part
of the beacheswill suffer animpact dueto theexpansion
of theairport anditsareaof influence, whichwill also be
affected by the noise. To counterbal ance these negative
effects, El Prat demands the insertion in the LDIP of a
specia project to protect its entire natural coastal fringe
and states a claim for the public acquisition of private
property. Thus, thiswould make possiblethe creation of
ahuge natural coastal area (Coastal Natural Park) from
the mouth of the river (once diverted), which would
include thewholelength of unspoiled beacheswith their
adjacent coastal land forms. The quality of the seawater
will improve once the giant sewage treatment plant
included in the LDIP starts operating in 2003. Thus, an
increasing pressure from beach users is expected, and
stringent measures have to be implemented to protect

the coastal resourcesin order to preservetheir biological
diversity. This would mean a concentration of public
use in specialy designed and properly equipped areas.
A change in the access regulations to the beaches is
foreseen, based on restrictions for private vehicles and
on the provision of a network of bicycle and footpaths.

Thiscoastal natural park project would also contem-
plate sound environmental measures to reduce erosive
processes, and recreate wetland areas especialy in the
zone adjacent to the new river mouth.

Conclusions

In the framework of arestrictive legidative system
which limits the capacity of action of local councilsto
thelevel of the beach use plan, the El Prat experienceis,
therefore, asuccessful local initiative in beach manage-
ment. It began making a different beach use plan that
modified the cleaning methods of the beach and estab-
lished protected zones with the objective of achieving a
balance between habitat preservation and socia use.
TheEl Prat municipality demonstratesthat it is possible
to implement measures at the local level. These go
beyond the scope of the beach use plans which are
restricted, by and large, to the maintenance of facilities
for beach users.

The El Prat Council has been able to manage its
beaches in a different way. The El Prat programme
constitutes the first conservation experience of natural
beachesin the metropolitan area of Barcelona. Beaches
are usually planned and managed for mass use leading
to a resultant uniform urban coastal landscape. On the
contrary, the El Prat beach management programme
aimsto achieve the preservation of ecological valuesin
the beach areas making it compatible with sound social
uses. At present, the preservation of botanical and zoo-
logical values has been accomplished through vegeta-
tion consolidation (therearefew psammophilic commu-
nities established on Catalan beaches and even fewer on
the metropolitan ones) and through the protection of the
population of Kentish Plover (Charadriusalexandrinus).

Even though social use is limited at the moment,
participants in the educational programme are increas-
ing year by year (from 1658 visitorsin 1992, t0 14487in
1997 registeredinthe El Prat Museum). Inthesignposted
Zone, users can get accessto the beach on wooden paths
without damaging the vegetation even if the number of
visitors increases. Moreover, the Kentish Plover habi-
tats are especially protected during the breeding season.

Therefore, the beach management of El Prat has
been successful and relatively inexpensive. The fact
that this management program has included a whole
coastal management strategy at long term from itsvery
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beginning has to be highlighted. When early disputes
arose because the local council wanted to keep beaches
and their land forms free of developments and when it
decided to defend parts of its own coast against erosion,
the council demonstrated that it was willing to imple-
ment a coastal conservation programme that went be-
yondtheinitial beach use plan. The samestrategy obliged
the municipality to negotiate with higher level adminis-
trative bodies about the LDIP project and to assume an
important role in it, taking into account every initiative
and exerting pressure in order to guarantee the incorpo-
ration of environmental counterpartsinthevariousLDIP
projects. Negotiations and the direct involvement of the
local council in the ecological design of every single
project has implied a tremendous effort. Therefore, it
has been possiblefor thelocal council to obtain some of
itsstrategic demands, lowering further negativeimpacts
on the coast. By doing so, the sectoria plan was con-
verted in a means to implement a general protection
strategy and the enhancement of the coastal front, in
which natural beaches play an important role.

The launching of a specia protection plan for the
coastal areacould be aresult of these negotiations. This
coastal natural park would permit therecovery of public
ownership of old dunes with pine tree cover, wetlands
and lagoons. The integrity of these coastal resources
would be restored and manage by the local authorities.

Thisinitiative isaso contributing to the diversity of
the coastal landscape on agenerally homogeneous met-
ropolitan coast where beaches are seen as no more than
sand piles only valued as recreational spaces. Even so,
the problem of achieving an integrated beach manage-
ment in the entire delta coastal system still remains.

However, thissingular experience has revealed new
ways of looking at beaches and has implied a demon-
stration role in the Llobregat Delta. New projects have
arisen through local initiatives on other beaches of the
delta with the aim of restoring and conserving natural
coastal systems while promoting their socia use for
recreation (Gava in 1992, and Castledefells and
Viladecans in 1998-1999). The supra-local admini-
stration, the Diputacié de Barcelona, through its Envi-
ronmental Service, is undertaking important initiatives
in supporting and coordinating all these different experi-
ences, even if such measures are not free of difficulties.

Moreover, in most of the municipalities where these
experiences have taken place, a process of public par-
ticipation linked to local Agenda 21 has been recently
launched promoted by the Diputacié de Barcelona, in
which, between other items, beach management has to
be evaluated.

Thus the El Prat example can be an important refer-
encein the future beach management practices. Even
if cooperation between administrations is sometimes

difficult, the El Prat experience proves that it is possi-
ble. Moreover, this experience shows that biodiversity
and high quality in coastal ecosystems can be achieved
indense urban areas. Thiswould be associated with new
forms of tourism and leisure based on coastal ecosys-
tems knowledge in an integrated perspective of coastal
planning and management.
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