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Abstract: Urban resilience is a broadly mentioned concept which will be key for the future 
of urban areas. However, to implement consistent and integrated policies using resilience, an 
inclusive perspective of the concept needs to be embedded in the regulatory framework. 
Therefore, the aim of this research is assessing to which extend the transposition of the 
concept includes an integrated approach in Spanish legal framework. In order to do so, this 
research will identify the reference framework documents, conduct a systematic data 
collection of the Spanish legal corpus related to the previous framework documents, identify 
the importance given to resilience in the legal corpus and evaluate the approach and its 
consistency with a comprehensive perspective. This approach comes from an urban planning 
sight, in order to be a tool to understand the relevance of the concept in the Spanish 
administration, taking this into account it does not intent to be an evaluation from a legal 
perspective. As the results show, resilience is mostly used to address climate change and 
natural hazards without including references to other aspects and, when doing so, it does it in 
a fragmentary manner. The documents analysed does not consider a comprehensive 
definition, and the existing ones do not include the possible negative trade-offs and fail to 
fully integrate all the aspects of resilience as a strategy for sustainable development. The final 
considerations provide a few guidelines to policy decision-makers.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Structure of the paper 

The research presented in this paper has been structured in the following sections:  

1. Introduction, an explanation of the resilience challenge, the research’s relevance and the specific 
aims of this particular research. 

2. State of the art: as a brief review, meanwhile the paradigm of resilience in academic studies as 
in the currently framework documents about sustainable and resilient cities;   

3. The case study chosen: a brief description of the Spanish legal framework. 

4. Methodology: an in-depth explanation of the research, in order to present the research’s sources, 
steps and tools. 

5. Results: a presentation of the indicators of the resilience relevance in the framework documents, 
in the Spanish legal framework and the relationship between both of them. It also presents a 
thorough description of the outcomes obtained from the previous steps  

6. Discussion: focussed on the relevance of resilience within the texts in a given time slot. The 
discussion shows if resilience has a relevant position as a promoting tool for resilience in Spanish 
legal framework, from the sight of urban planning. It allows us to determine whether resilience 
should be reframed in our legal framework. 

7. Conclusions: the stage to understand how the increase of the presence of resilience in laws could 
improve urban planning policies. The attempt to stablish ways to change the resilience paradigm 
through binding texts is also included in this section. 

1.2. Resilience challenge 

There are several challenges related to resilience thinking and the specific task of “reframing 
resilience”. Nowadays, since resilience has become one of the most discussed topics or strategies 
regarding urban future, its relevance is quite clear. Besides, its importance has been reassured through 
its inclusion in the following documents: Urban Agenda for the UE, 2030 Agenda and 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDG), New Urban Agenda (NAU), Agenda Urbana Española (AUE). Hence, the 
focus should be on the approach taken to address it. The lack of a comprehensive perspective, the absence 
of a strong sustainable outlook or the undervaluing of the possible trade-offs, can pose real threats for 
our urban areas and for the success of the so-call resilience strategies. 

Taking all of this into consideration, this research will focus on the role of resilience as a “key policy 
response (Coaffee et al. 2018). Regarding to this aspect, the challenges to face are: 
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• To incorporate the concept within our legal framework 
• To implement tools in order to change institution logics: governance 

1.3. Relevance of the research 

The relevance is linked to the fact that nowadays the next step into resilience should be taken and it 
includes also its inclusion in the legal framework. In order to do so, we should address the following 
difficulties: 

• The ones in common with the general approach and how to include the comprehensive 
perspective into the existing laws or into the ones to be draft. It should be assessed whether 
the vision of urban resilience in Spanish legal framework includes the three challenges, 
resilience of urban infrastructure, urban metabolism and social aspects (Chelleri et al. 2015)  
that makes resilience perspective more comprehensive and makes possible a more complex 
evaluation and avoidance of the trade-offs. 

• Difficulties to incorporate resilience (something inherently fluid and dynamic) in a framework 
linked to static tools (such as planning) and administrations.  

• The inherit difficulties resultant from the both specificities the one regarding Spanish 
legislative and administrative structure and the one related our urban planning system. 

• The uncommon scale of this analysis. It is quite common to address resilience from a local 
perspective: usually small strategies from the municipal level and also from a supranational 
level since European Commission and several international agencies are considering this as a 
relevant topic and implementing directives and several policies. The analysis of resilience 
from a national or supramunicipal perspective is less common but, in any case, Spanish legal 
framework should not only engage in this effort but also to do so in a comprehensive, 
mandatory and inclusive way. Other difficulty related to the scale is the one regarding 
governance: usually the perspective of resilience implementation and governance is local. 

• Even though this topic is very usual in the academic context, there is still a gap regarding 
technics from the public administration. 

1.4. Specific aims 

Currently, there is broad knowledge (despite a full agreement has not been reached yet) regarding 
several of the above-mentioned topics (conceptualizing, strategies, trade-offs, indicators) but an in-depth 
look into Spanish legislator framework is yet to be done. 

It is relevant to demonstrate whether the Spanish legal framework as a “general corpus of analysis” 
covers the minimum requirements established in the previous section or if the Spanish administration is 
still struggling to fully incorporate a comprehensive perspective in an effective way. Since a lot of work 
has been done regarding resilience (mostly about conceptualizing it, developing strategies to implement 
it, identifying the trade-offs and trying to measure it through indicators) in this work we will try to 
identify whether all of this knowledge and concepts have been transposed to a mandatory framework to 
help national, regional and local stakeholders to implement successful strategies. 

Considering the above, the main objective of this research is to identify, portrait and assess the 
contribution to urban resilience of two of the most relevant stakeholders within Spanish administration: 
the national and regional administration levels through its legal documents. 
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To fulfil the main objective, the following specific ones will be covered as well: 
• Identify the reference documents which will constitute the reference framework. 
• Briefly describe the Spanish administrative structure in order to contextualize the research and 

define the strengths and weakness of our system regarding the implementation of resilience 
policies. 

• Look for mentions, allusions or references to the concept of resilience or to the reference 
framework documents within the regional or national legal documents. 

• Analyse all the legal documents identified in order to assess the perspective used to deal with 
resilience. 

• Identify the definitions of resilience given in the Spanish legal framework, whether directly 
or indirectly. 

• Recognize the deficiencies in the legal framework. 
• Draft a few guidelines for policy makers and other stakeholders involve in decision-making 

processes to improve the current legal framework. 

2. State of the Art  

2.1 Policy-making and resilience 

As Wilkinson (2012) stated “There is an apparent gab between the advocacy of social ecological 
resilience in the scientific literature and its take up as policy discourse on the one hand and the 
demonstrated capacity to govern for resilience in practice on the other”. In order o do so, a 
comprehensive approach can not only focus in a few aspects (such as natural disasters, climate change 
or terrorist attacks) but it should take into account all the aspects related to resilience. To measure 
resilience, it is important to characterise resilience, raise awareness, allocate resources for resilience, 
build resilience and monitor policy performance (Prior and Hagmann 2014). Since the first step towards 
strong policies to address resilience is to incorporate it within the legal framework and to allocate 
resources for them, this is the aim of this research, to determine whether this steps are being followed in 
Spain.   

The practical changes (and challenges) for local authorities and municipalities is well established in 
the literature, including: inclusion of governance, the incorporation of flexible and adaptative processes, 
the avoidance of business as usual outcomes, the barriers posed by the administration inertias, the need 
to overcome bureaucracy, etc. (Coaffee et al. 2018) but a broader look to include higher levels of the 
administration also should be considered. As (Coaffee et al. 2018) mention, there is no one-size-fits-all 
approach and a very relevant information can be provided throughout an in-depth look into national 
policies to provide the context needed to address the resilience challenge. 

The importance of responsibility of the stakeholders and resilience implementation is well 
documented, as (Coaffee et al. 2018) stated “lines of responsibility for resilience implementation must 
be analysed and documented in order to clarify expectations about how specific actors behave and the 
context in which their decisions play out”. In order to do so, and aligned with the objectives established 
in the previous section, our text aims to identify, portrait and assess the contribution to urban resilience 
of two of the most relevant stakeholders within Spanish: the national and regional administration levels. 

By explaining this dynamic and identifying disorder factors favourable to resilience, we 
will be able to support the civil servants who must innovate within this environment to 
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ensure the coexistence of flexibility and compliance in public administration. This may 
change how organizations and governments develop the implementation of resilience by 
demonstrating the need to let both types of factors coexist  

(Normandin and Therrien 2016) 

2.2. Framework documents and resilience 

During the last years multiple guidelines, programs and plans were developed by different countries 
about tools and instruments related to a common goal: to achieve sustainable development in our cities. 
However, as of 2016 there is a slight change of mentality in them, from the conceptual and practical 
point of view when it comes to advocating sustainable development. Sustainability is no longer enough 
to act on the problems and opportunities of our urban areas, so there is a greater interest in making it 
clear that our cities not only have to be sustainable but resilient too. The documents that we have been 
making reference, not only because they have incorporated the discourse of resilience into their 
guidelines, programs or plans, but also because they are the most up-to-date reference documents on 
urban areas at international, European and national levels.  

 • 2016 — Urban Agenda for the UE. This document was elaborated by the Amsterdam Pact 
 and it aims to achieve territorial cohesion through an integrated and coordinated implementation 
 of European urban policies, which should be designed with municipal authorities’ involvement.   

 • 2016 — 2030 Agenda and 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) —In this 
 framework, all the countries (not only the underdeveloped ones as happened with the Millennium 
 Development Goals –MDG-) are involved in complying with the 17 SDG although is not legally 
 binding. They have the responsibility of tracking the progress in order to get reliable and 
 accessible data about them. The tracking activities revolve around carrying forward a really 
 sustainable development on their cities and urban areas. 

 • 2016 —New Urban Agenda (NUA). It represents a shared vision for a better and more 
 sustainable future – “one in which all people have equal rights and access to the benefits and 
 opportunities that cities can offer, and in which the international community reconsiders the 
 urban systems and physical form of our urban areas to achieve it”. NAU presents a paradigm 
 shift based on the science of cities; it lays out standards and principles for the planning, 
 construction, development, management, and improvement of urban areas along its five main 
 pillars of implementation (national urban policies, urban legislation and regulations, urban 
 planning and design, local economy and municipal finance, and local implementation). This 
 further highlights the connection between NAU and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
 Development, especially the SDG11 on “sustainable cities and communities”. 

 • 2018 — Agenda Urbana Española (AUE). It is an instrument that might serve to advance 
 in the development of the International Urban Agendas commitments and to contribute to the 
 implementation of the 2030 Agenda, highlighting the importance of its SDG11. Furthermore, the 
 AUE might contribute to outlining a new national urban policy to overcome the structural 
 challenges (as climate change, ageing, urban poverty, sustainable mobility among others) and to 
 achieve smart, sustainable and inclusive urban development as a priority of its cities' roadmap. 

3. Methods  



 

 

6 

The methodology has been used like a tool, and not like a jurist method, to understand whether the 
Spanish legal framework reflects or not the resilience concept, in its different fields, to develop urban 
policies, having in account the reference framework documents about urban resilience.  

The research`s methodology undertook the following chronologically linked three different analyses` 
cases to reach the research`s aims. The following describes each of the steps in each of them to carry 
out: 

1. Identifying the currently reference framework documents within Spanish, European and 
international documents related. In order to do so, the documents selected are the ones to 
sustainable urban development where “urban resilience” or “resilient cities” are mentioned as 
core concepts.  

• List each of the documents of the theoretical framework 
• Search how many times the concepts appears in the documents and in what resilience 

fields are used. 
• List each of the documents of the reference framework making a excel table where has 

been systematized by name, date, number of times the keywords appear and to which 
field of resilience they refer. 

2. Conducting a systematic data collection of the Spanish legal framework looking for texts 
which explicitly mention either “resilience”, “resilient(s)” or any of the reference framework 
documents. The documents have been searched in the time spectrum since the Boletín Oficial 
de Estado (BOE) digital publication that dates from 1986 to June 2018. 
      •   The search’s Spanish legislative have been through the search on Boletín Oficial de  

Estado’s (BOE) engine, through its “simple search” of all the documents    
corresponding to current european, national and regional guidelines and including the 
words “resilience” and/or “resilient (s)”, both in the title and in the body of the text.  

• List each of the documents [1] of the Spanish legal framework making a excel table 
where the data has been systematized by name, date, number of times the keywords 
appear, in which part of the text they appear and the discipline with which they are 
identified and to which topic of resilience they refer to. 

3. Identifying the importance given to resilience in the legal framework, evaluating how deeply 
resilience is considered and assessing its use as a tool to integrate different sustainable 
policies.  

• Completed the corresponding excel table we have made of dynamic tables to obtain 
the necessary results to get the conclusions for discussion based on the role of 
resilience in our legislation and in the reference framework documents, comparing 
both of them, the relation between them to be able to construct the really resilience`s 
importance is given in the urban context policy. 

4. Case study description 

The case study chosen is Spanish legal framework to analyse the resilience relevance in it. Spanish 
legal Framework is divided in different governance levels: European directives, national laws, regional 
laws and local laws. In that paper, following the methods, has been constructed by selections only the 
first three ones searching through the BOE. Is a first approach about which role is played by Spanish 
legal framework within the resilience framework as a tool to implement policies in our urban areas. 
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5. Results  

5.1. Appearance of resilience in the framework documents. 

In order to determine the presence of the resilience concept within the framework documents a search 
was conducted in every one of them, bringing the following results: 

• Urban Agenda for the European Union: 6 direct references to resilience / resilient 
• 2030 Agenda: 18 direct references to resilience / resilient 
• New Urban Agenda: 28 direct references to resilience / resilient 
• Agenda Urbana Española: 6 direct references to resilience / resilient 

5.2. References to the concept of resilience or to the framework documents in the Spanish legal 
framework 

Figure 1. Legal documents issued each year. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Compilation based on the analysis Spanish legal framework using data from the Boletin 
Oficial del Estado (BOE). 

The Figure 1 shows overtime how resilience and framework documents are presented in Spanish legal 
framework. Obviously, the appearance shoots up on 2017, matching with one year after the publication 
the framework documents about sustainable and resilient cities (see Section 2.2. Framework documents 
and resilience). Each bar corresponds to the number of legal documents issued that year where there is 
a direct reference to one or more “key search items” (for tat we mean either the key words “resilience” 
and “resilient” or the title of any of the framework documents described in Section 2.2.). Should be noted 
that the data on 2018 has been added since June, so is why the bar on the graph decrease; it is the opposite 
on the next figure, where this year exceed the previous one. 

On the Figure 2 as the results shows, the keys words, “resilience” and “resilient (s)” has more or less 
the same relevance overtime, and the framework document makes it appearance on the Spanish legal 
framework from renewal date of publications. These framework documents, that imply a resilience cities 
model, grow stronger than the key words on Spanish legal framework. 
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Figure 2. Legal documents containing key words 

Source: Compilation based on the analysis Spanish legal framework. 

Figure 3. Legal documents issued by discipline 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Compilation based on the analysis Spanish legal framework using data from the Boletin 
Oficial del Estado (BOE). 

Following the analysis regarding what kind of field’s key words and the frameworks documents 
appears on the Figure 3 it is showed the presence of resilience. It is referred above all on “Economic 
development” and “Environmental protection” as the most important ones; in a second importance level 
are, “Security, terrorism and violence”, “International agreements” and “Agriculture, livestock, fisheries 
and forest management”. Instead “Land use planning, urban development and construction” has an little 
mention.  
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Figure 4. Legal documents issued by topic 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Compilation based on the analysis Spanish legal framework using data from the Boletin 
Oficial del Estado (BOE). 

On the other hand, on Figure 4 where we take in account the topics which Spanish legal framework 
represents on the resilience paradigm, the stronger one is “Climate change”, “Natural disasters” and 
“Generic approach”. In this case, we give importance to those threatened based on "shocks" where 
resilience plays the main role as a tool to fight against natural adversities. The discourse therefore focuses 
again on the protection of the environment as a function that allows the creation of resilient urban areas. 

Figure 5. Relationship between legal documents issued by discipline and by topic  

Source: Compilation based on the analysis Spanish legal framework using data from the Boletin 
Oficial del Estado (BOE). 
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In these two graphic columns, Figure 5, are represented the significant resilience on the Spanish legal 
framework. Really the kind of discipline and the kind of topic are interrelated, and clear framework 
based on environmental, as climate change as protection for each category, as on topic as on discipline. 
So, paradigm's resilience is related under the "bounce back" and "shocks" statement and without having 
a view the capacity on transformation where the starting point it does not have to be the main aim of 
resilience function. 

Although the framework documents more clearly reflect the functions of resilience in various aspects, 
in the Spanish legal framework, the key words "resilience" and "resilient" are those that predominate 
when we relate and compare them with these two categories, discipline and topic. What we mean is that 
although in most cases there is no definition of resilience in the texts of the Spanish legal framework, it 
is used more in isolation than the framework documents themselves, although these represent a more 
advanced concept content. 

Figure 6. Relation between topics and the legal documents text body 

 

Source: Compilation based on the analysis Spanish legal framework using data from the Boletin 
Oficial del Estado (BOE). 

The Figure 6 depicts where the topics appear in the different legal framework documents. Since each 
legal document was characterize by several descriptions, this shows the relationship between the topic 
(or approach) of resilience is taking into account and where the mentions to the concept are within the 
legal text. Usually, when a concept is more addressed in the introduction or in the annexes, it means it 
is not included in the core of the law (this is the case when resilience is related to inequality, economic 
threats, human rights or terrorist threats). On the other hand, we can see that where resilience topic is 
climate change and/or natural disasters, the weight of the term within the articles of the laws is higher.  

5.2. Definition of the concept within the Spanish legal framework 

Two legal documents include a definition of resilience: a Royal Decree issued in 2011 and named 
“Real Decreto 1599/2011, de 4 de noviembre, por el que se establecen los criterios de integración de los 
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espacios marinos protegidos en la Red de Áreas Marinas Protegidas de España” and a Regional law 
issued in Catalunya in 2017 and named “Ley 16/2017, de 1 de agosto, del Cambio climático”.  

The first one defines resilience as follows: “the capacity to recover from disturbance or being naturally 
resistant to threats such as climate change”. The second one uses this definition: “the capacity of natural 
or human systems to absorb the effects of an adverse climate event in such an efficient way to adapt or 
recover”. As it is easily seen, those definitions do not include neither a bounce forward approach nor the 
possibility of trade-off derived from the increment of resilience in some aspects (if others are neglected).  

6. Discussion 

The topic of urban resilience regarding legal framework, moreover when analyzing supramunicipal 
administrations, should be addressed carefully due to the following contradiction: national laws and 
governance can be, at least, hard to fit together due to the hierarchical structure of the national 
government and the governance perspectives, which advocate for a more horizontal, bottom-up, and 
flexible decision-making process. This is one of the challenges to be posed and address from both, 
academics and policy makers. 

Redundancy is considered a property favourable to resilience and, from this point of view, Spanish 
administration, with several levels and a few overlaps, could be considered to be resilient, or at least, 
including in all the levels of legislation the idea of resilience can be very effective in order to implement 
policies. This way, despite being executed by the municipalities, all of them would be covered (or 
compelled) to develop strategies to follow the superior legislative levels. 

In most cases of the framework documents about sustainable and resilient cities, “resilience” appears 
as a concept, with which it is understood, mainly like “bounce back”, because is referred to climate 
change or natural disasters. However, on few occasions “resilience” carry in a definition to understand 
its tool’s aims depend on the field chosen. Should be note, as the Spanish Urban Agenda, named as an 
aim, the development of “resilience plans”, although is referred only for climate change, puts on the 
table these suggestions will not be up in the air as an application on resilience fields. Besides, New Urban 
Agenda, in the capability of promotion resilience, named the relevance of create “resilient buildings 
codes”. So, in that cases, exist the intentions to generate real tools to put on practice urban resilience, 
however, the importance of them on Spanish legal framework is a trivial matter, therefore it is still not a 
binding practice. On Agenda 2030 we can find more relevance to development “resilience” as an 
important goal, in fact, where outline SDG1, SDG11, SDG13 and SDG14, which includes “resilience” 
as a core concept. SDG11 is the only goals which reflects the necessity to carry out integrated plans and 
programs, in that sense, is the one that covers the framework of sustainable and resilient cities. 

The analysis of the Spanish legal framework pose a few questions, since resilience in not addressed 
in a holistic way in almost none of the legal documents. Only 7,4% of the legal documents include more 
than one approach when talking about resilience (the rest of them only include one perspective, mainly 
related to climate change and/or natural disasters). Within this 7,4% the topics addressed do not include 
urban planning or address all the complexity resilience is supposed to bring.  

On the other hand, while a few of the legal documents are indeed related to budgeting, during the 
analysis of the legal corpus we did not find real funding support in place to implement plans and 
programs to create policies towards resilience. 

Another of the black spot detected after the analysis has been the way “resilience” or the related 
framework documents are treated. They are mainly mentioned only once, without a definition, without 
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putting into context, and without explaining all the aspect that should be taking into account (such as 
different stakeholder’s cooperation, evaluation of the trade-off, governance implementation, inclusion 
of broader aspects of the reality, etc.). 

7. Conclusions 

There is not yet a confluence between the conceptual, academic and scientific discourse on resilience, 
and more specifically on urban resilience, and the application of the term both in the Spanish legal 
framework, as an urban planning tool, and in the current framework documents for sustainable 
development.  This absence of confluence clearly shows the need for the national administrations to 
include in their documents the views on the concept that have been carried out by scientific discourse, 
in order to address in a more direct and appropriate way the implementation under the umbrella of the 
legal framework, the plans and programs the construction of sustainable and resilient cities as planning´s 
aims. 

Maybe the incorporation of resilience could be possible through new laws (always taking into account 
the possible trade-offs, for example the so-called flexibilization of urban planning processes, which 
sometimes can be counter-productive) or throughout a new general framework as an umbrella (which 
will include not only urban planning but agriculture, energy production, infrastructure, etc.). In Spanish 
legal framework the concept “sectoral legislation” is commonly use regarding urban planning, in order 
to subordinate urban planning decisions to a myriad of legislation related to environment, infrastructure, 
water, agriculture, farming, mining, heritage, and so on. Something similar should be done regarding 
“resilience”, to incorporate it as part of the legislation, as an aspect of the reality which should always 
be taken into consideration when a programme or a plan is implemented. 

After seeing the lack of a comprehensive perspective in the Spanish legal framework, some of the 
approaches or inputs that a comprehensive policy should include are: 

• Polycentric network of stakeholders cooperating   
• Coordination and integration of different levels of Spanish administration 
• Trade-offs evaluation or consideration  
• Governance implementation 
• All the aspects of resilience included, not only climate change or hazards perspective.  
• Cross fields: not only one aspect of resilience 
• Measuring and definition consensus 
• Communication strategies 

The need of communication strategies to broaden up the concept, to address the gap 
between policy making and science: throughout workshops, planners and technicians 
capacitation, educational and promotional “brochures”, as noted in Wilkinson (2012) 
There have been several examples internationally about ways to engage society or 
different policy makers in the resilience field such as in Sweden (Wilkinson, 2012): 
“A plain language brochure on resilience released by Swedish Environmental 
Planning department as part of a deliberated attempt to bridge the science-
policy divide” 

• Funding for development of policies and the inclusion of the plans and programs throughout 
general or regional budgets 



 

 

13 

• The duality of resilience (both type of factors, compliance and flexibility, can be favourable 
to resilience) should be incorporate in the legal framework, but also should be taken into 
account during the drafting period of the legislation (Normandin et al 2016) 
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