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The EVA is both a civic movement and the place they have  
reclaimed to develop their activities in a former market. 

 
Short description  
Settled in the abandoned Fruits and Vegetables Market of Madrid since February 2017, the EVA – Espacio 
Vecinal Arganzuela (Arganzuela Neighbourhood Space) is an example of the many associational movements 
taking place in Madrid in the last years. EVA is a civic movement that started with assemblies in the Culture 
Hub Matadero in September 2014 with the concern about the lack of appropriate free-use public spaces in the 
Arganzuela district. These meetings were open to all associations, civic movements and individuals developing 
activities in the district and stretched for two and a half years before they were granted permission to occupy 
the market as a self-run civic centre (EVA, 2018). 

 EVA is now registered as an association for administrative reasons, but was born and keeps growing as a 
meeting place where decisions and activities are discussed in open weekly assemblies. From dancing and 
cooking workshops to debates, open-air cinema or bike excursions, the EVA welcomes any project with the 
only pre-requisites of being free and of common interest. Different spaces within and around the market have 
been collectively arranged to host these activities. Not only is EVA an example of civic associationism, but 
living part of the debate on how to recover abandoned heritage in the city and what role can civic society play 
in it. New relationships between institutions and civic society were needed to reach the agreement on the use 
of the space, and continue during the design of a renovation project for the whole. 

 
Site  
The Market of Fruits and Vegetables was built in the area that formerly composed the “digestive system” of 
the city, featuring slaughterhouses, markets, stations and auxiliary industrial premises along the river in the 
Arganzuela district of Madrid (García Pérez, 2000). 

The building occupies a triangular plot between the Legazpi square and the Madrid Río Park, with which the 
back façade is directly connected. Only separated by the Princesa Bridge, it lays in front of the former 
slaughterhouses, now hosting the Matadero Cultural Hub. Reinforced concrete was used to develop a 
continuous structure conceived as ample covered streets. Only opening at the vertex to the square, it leaves a 
patio inside. This spatial configuration offers a great flexibility in use adaptation. The building is still regarded 
as one of the icons of the industrial heritage of the city and many are the collectives fighting for its protection 
(Fundación Arquitectura COAM, 2014). 

BASIC PROJECT DATA: 
 
Initiator: EVA- Espacio Vecinal Arganzuela 
Architect: EVA- Espacio Vecinal Arganzuela 
Other partners/ actors involved: City Hall of Madrid 
Name: The EVA self-managed civic centre at the Fruits 
and Vegetables Market of Legazpi in Madrid 
Place: Madrid, Spain 
Date: 2014-present 
Number of residents/users catered for: 30 collectives/ 
> 4.000 followers  



 

Historical background 

The former Fruits and Vegetables Market was built between 1926 
and 1935, designed by municipal architects and engineers 
Francisco Javier Ferrero, Luis Bellido and A. Peña Boeuf. The 
rationalist and hygienist approach taken by the designers 
supposed a revolution from the architectonic and functional 
perspectives(García Pérez, 2000). 

From the 70s, some of the industrial premises along the river 
started being readapted to new social and municipal uses after 
becoming obsoletes for their original functions.  Also in 1970 the 
M30 ring road was built along the river and in 2007 it was buried 
and covered with new Madrid Río Park, designed by West 8, 
bringing the river banks back to the city. Also as part of this 
reconversion of the former industrial areas into new equipments 
for the city, part of the slaughterhouse was refurbished to 
become a civic and cultural hub: Matadero, inaugurated in 2006. 
The first space opened within was Intermediae, launched in 2007 
as a horizontal and transdisciplinary platform for dialogue and 
interaction among creative and associative networks in the city. 
In the following years more spaces were adapted to host all types 
of cultural production and exhibition (Matadero Madrid, 2018). 

The market, however, was abandoned in 1983 and only a small 
part of its right wing was refurbished after to host diverse 
municipal services. Nonetheless, and despite big plans envisioned 
for the building, it remains empty since 2007 (EVA, 2014). 

Arganzuela, like other districts within the core of the city, is a 
very dense area and lacks social equipments and public spaces. 
Such need is even stated in the Urban Plan of Madrid and has 
been contested by neighbours for decades. In their demands, the 
former market has always played an important role, having been 
asked to be turned into a social equipment for long (EVA, 2014). 

Architect / Promotor 

EVA – Espacio Vecinal Arganzuela was born on 24 September 
2014. It groups more than 30 associations, from sports and 
cultural associations to civic movements, parents associations 
and architectural collectives, integrating a great part of the 
citizen tissue of the district (EVA, 2015). 

From the social perspective, EVA inherits the role the “Centro 
Social Oocupado  La Traba” (Occupied Social Centre La Traba) 
had been developing for seven years before being dismantled on 
20 August 2014 (Álvarez, 2014). It had become the meeting place 
for many associations in the area, catering for their spatial needs 
that administrations had failed to solve.  When the squattered 
centre was dismantled, the associations that had been using the 
space organized as EVA and started a negotiation phase with the 
City Hall to be allowed to occupy an empty public building to 
continue their activities. Together they developed the project 
needed for the Municipality to start the formal procedure for the 
cession of the market. In this process, they had the inspiration 
and support of other collectives that had already successfully 
been granted permission to self-manage public spaces as civic 
centres like Tabacalera, Centro Social Seco, El Campo de la Cebada 
and the Espacio Vecinal Montamarta. 

 
Aerial view of slaughterhouse & market complexes 
 

 
The Fruits and Vegetables Market in the 1930s 
 

 

 
Original Plan and cross section of the market 
 

 
 

 
Current state of the former market 
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Description  
The birth of EVA 

On 24 September 2014 a group of about 70 people met in the 
Intermediae space at the Cultural Hub Matadero, representing 
different neighbourhood associations, civic movements and 
citizen associations developing activities in the Arganzuela 
District of Madrid. The aim of the meeting was to develop 
together a project to support the urgency for a cession of one of 
the unoccupied municipal buildings in the district to be self-
managed by these civic associations. The group analysed the 
empty municipal premises in the district that could host these 
types of civic activities. Among those were some of the buildings 
in the slaughterhouse that remained unoccupied and, above all, 
the former Fruits and Vegetables Market that remained 
abandoned despite different conversion plans that had been 
announced (EVA, 2014). The request would further follow the 
Protocol for Public Spaces Cession approved by the Municipality 
in 2016 (Ayuntamiento de Madrid, 2016). 

 

An unprecedented social mix 

Such a shared need and demand managed to group a mix of 
neighbours from a great variety of social groups, ideologic trends 
and age ranges. The platform stresses that this can be the first 
time in history a confluence of such diverse forces merges at the 
district level. Youth movements, closer to squatter activity, meet 
neighbourhood associations movements, broader in members 
spectrum and demands but not so daring in their revindications. 
The synergy between them with the input from movements from 
other parts of the city and the help of architectural collectives 
interested in the cause is gaining social permeability. “EVA has 
become a meeting point for everyone, and the experience of 
being able to work together without big problems is 
encouraging” (Álvarez, 2014). 

 

From market to municipal office and civic centre 

Sometime after being abandoned as a market, the area closest to 
the square in the East wing of the building was partially 
refurbished to host municipal services. 

Many have been the plans envisioned by the Municipality along 
time. In 2007 an Ideas Competition was organized for its 
adaptation to host municipal offices (Área de Concursos COAM, 
2007). The plan was also abandoned in favour of a new project for 
its conversion into a commercial and gourmet centre to be 
developed by Stam Europe, an American investor. Such plan was 
approved and almost developed in 2014 (Domingo, 2017). 

The project report for EVA was presented to the Civil 
Participation Directorate of the Municipality of Madrid on 4 
November 2014. The answer from the institutions came on a new 
meeting taking place on 3 February 2015. On this occasion, the 
institutions showed a complete rejection to the idea, even if EVA 
was proposing a temporal programme and subject to evaluation 
after the elections to come. EVA’s reaction was to enlarge the 
number of activities developed in front of the empty building and 
public demonstrations for its occupation (EVA, 2015). 

 
 

 
 

 
Events started (and keep) using the outer space 

around the empty market. 
 

 
 

 
EVA member visited the empty space and designed 

the project – architectonic and programmatic- for 
its occupation as a self-managed civic centre. 

 

 
Assemblies moved from the Matadero building to 

the abandoned market space. 



However, the rise to the municipal government of the new 
independent party Ahora Madrid in May 2015, caused the foreign 
project to be dismissed. Instead, the new ruling team recovered 
the plans to refurbish part of the building to relocate about 2.000 
civil servants (EVA, 2018). At the same time, along 2015, 
meetings and negotiations took place between the City Hall and 
the civic collective to launch a self-managed space in the Fruits 
and Vegetables Market building. Thanks to the change in 
ideology and willingness of the new municipal team, EVA was 
finally granted 1.000m2 from the area already refurbished in the 
East wing with a temporal cession agreement for 4 years in June 
2016 (Junta Municipal Distrito de Arganzuela, 2017).  

The market has since become an ever-growing cultural centre 
managed and organised by neighbours. Everyone is welcomed in 
the open and democratic organizational assemblies taking place 
every Tuesday. Today 44 collectives, civic movements, 
associations and architecture and urbanism practices support this 
initiative (EVA, 2018). 

In the meantime, the City Hall keeps developing the project to 
host municipal offices in the formal market, but also a library and 
space for civic activity. 

 

An intense digital activity 

Although EVA is about meeting and managing a self-
organizational civic centre, it takes advantage of the digital 
world, not only to share events, news and documents about the 
movement, but also for self-organizational purposes. A shared 
calendar is accessible for all members to check and add their 
activities (Assembly participants, 2018; EVA, 2018). 
 
New formulas for associationism and collective knowledge sharing  

The activity of EVA is mainly aimed at promoting democratic 
participation of neighbours from the district and surroundings, 
social inclusion of all collectives, support to solidarity networks 
and experiencing new ways of civic organization (EVA, 2014). 
Apart from the general assemblies, working commissions were 
established to take care of special needs and issues that arise in 
the definition of the centre. Some of these groups are Welcoming 
and Development, Communal Living, Communication, 
Management… In the general assembly commissions are 
proposed as needed, some for a regular basis, others for specific 
circumstances like organizing events. All people interested in 
EVA is included in a mail list where the meeting minutes are 
shared so they can join any of the groups. They keep developing 
new organizational tools, partially learning from squatter 
movements where horizontal and shared responsibilities are 
more developed (Assembly participants, 2018). 

All activities are free, “collectives” only need to ask for spaces to 
be used for the activities they want to freely develop for the 
neighbours, as long as they show coherence with and support 
EVA’s values. Crowdfunding initiatives and events like second-
hand markets are organized to defray the daily use and 
maintenance costs of the venue (Assembly participants, 2018).  

 
Area granted by the Municipality in 2016 

 

 
A welcoming entrance showing all EVA’s  activities 

  

 
The inner space has been adapted to host different 

activities and meetings by and at EVA 

 
The space and agenda y self organized and 

managed by neighbours and associations in EVA 
 

 
El Campo de la Cebada in Madrid 

 
Assembly at La Tabacalera 



Broadening the spectrum - Civic movements in Madrid 

Along its foundational and development process, EVA asked for 
inspiration and support to other movements in the city that had 
already successfully been granted public spaces to be self-
managed, such as Centro Social Seco, Espacio Vecinal Montamarta 
or Campo de la Cebada. 

In fact, a new sharing and civic movement culture has been 
developing in the city for the last years, and collective knowledge 
is shared and enhanced. Collective mapping initiatives like Los 
Madriles try to increase visibility of these movements and to 
allow them to share and transfer learnings and experiences.  

Los Madriles is a project initiated in January 2015 by the Regional 
Federation of Neighbourhood Associations of Madrid (FRAVM), 
Intermediae Matadero, and the architectural collectives Vivero de 
Iniciativas Ciudadanas [VIC], Zuloark + Lys Villalba, Paisaje 
Transversal and Todo por la Praxis (Los Madriles, 2015). It grew 
even bigger into CIVICS, an open and online mapping platform 
where people can share civic activity in Spain and all Latin 
America (CIVICS, 2015). 

The Municipality of Madrid, from the Directorate of Citizen 
Participation and social and civic innovation labs like Intermediae 
and MediaLab Prado are engaging in urban innovative actions to 
boost and take advantage of all this civic energy and initiative 
with projects like Mares de Madrid (Mares Madrid, 2017). 

 
Los Madriles, Atlas of Civic Initiatives 

 
 
 
 

 
Critical evaluation 
A translation of key issues in developing countries 

The understanding of EVA starts from the understanding of the evolution of urban tissues and social 
structures, as well as that of communities and their institutions. Many of the issues challenged by this process 
are the translation of the issues related to human settlements studied in the developing countries into the 
contest of the “first world”. 

The right to the city 

EVA is a clear claim for the right to the city. Civic society protests selling public premises to private developers. 
Instead, they defend the public use of public premises and offer themselves as a new management agent. This 
movement reminds of the theories that enhance the values of the informal city as an urban landscape 
“without fixed form”. It falls also into the debate on space mediation and property sharing. However, its open 
and experimental definition also threatens EVA’s survival.  

Translating the values of the informal city 

EVA represents the “re-emerging” of the informal city within the formalized and institutionalized “1st World 
cities” like Madrid, revisiting the formal-informal city debate. Citizens and associations come together to meet 
and discuss new formulas to inhabit the public space and municipal premises apart from the formal 
communication channels and social structures. EVA also challenges the definition of governance as a critic 
towards the role of institutions and in search of new places for dialogue among citizens and with their 
institutions.  

In effect, EVA embodies a successful example on how to advance in voicing the voiceless in the 
institutionalized context. It triggered a new public-civic partnership formula to legalize in a way what inherited 
the “out of the law” activity. By means of the “cession agreement” activities formerly taking place in a 
squatted building –thus, out of the law- manage to survive and legalize. Not only were civic society claims and 
action key to success, but also the creativity of institutions designing new property management tools that 
could enable this partnership. This process gave security to prospect new neighbours to join EVA.  

Additionally, examples that empower informal collectives like the EVA open the door for the unexpected to 
happen, and for society and the cityscape to develop in surprising, enriching and adaptive ways. Yet, the 
experience has not completely succeeded in this regard. The informal meeting of people and associations had 



to register as an association and abide to the related legal organizational requirements and structures to be 
eligible for the cession as a suitable interlocutor. Even if the collective claims to disregard such forced 
hierarchy in its daily activity, responsibilities and roles could become a source of conflict and threaten the 
open, horizontal and “informal” definition of EVA. 

Sustainability 

The three aspects of sustainability defined by the Agenda 21 (United Nations Division for Sustainable 
Development, 1992) are addressed in this project. The claim for reusing and inhabiting the abandoned built 
heritage and proposals of roof urban crops and using energy from a central heating system included in the 
ongoing design project clearly advocate for environmental sustainability. Additionally, the new property use 
rights and dialogue channels advance towards social and economic sustainability. Furthermore, as it was 
proved in class with the Metrocable experience (Urban Think Tank, 2010), a further step is taken towards a real 
contemporary sustainable approach. Likewise, citizens are self-empowered and design an integrative city 
from a holistic regard towards the built and social tissues of Madrid. There is, still, a flaw in this respect, as 
what the City Hall has defined as a participatory design for the definite refurbishing project is highly criticized 
by the citizens that are meant to be taking part of it (Platforma FyV, 2017). 
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