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Loretta Lees, School of Geography, Geology and the Environment,
University of Leicester, UK. Email: loretta.lees@le.ac.uk

| am very pleased to be writing this short commentary for this special issue
which is one of the many important outputs to come out of an EU Marie
Curie funded project! in which Sandra Annunziata has spent two years re-
searching anti-gentrification practices in Southern European cities, specifi-
cally Rome, Madrid and Athens. The focus of this special issue is on resistan-
ce to gentrification, something | have been working on as a scholar activist
since the late 1990s (Lees, 1999; The London Tenants Federation, Lees, Just
Space and SNAG, 2014; Lees and Ferreri, 2016; Lees, Annunziata and Rivas-
-Alonso, 2017). Critical urbanists, like many in this special issue, who have
made it their goal to research practices of resistance to gentrification commit
their time and energy to fighting for social justice in the city. The research is
bottom up, participatory, grounded and empirical. This is not the quick and
dirty editorialising and theorising that has come to define the ‘publish or
perish’ culture of C21st academia. In my mind it is the deep and sophistica-
ted empirical research on the ground that can be fed through to the critical
conceptual and resistance work needed that deserves the most recognition.
Like Annunziata, in her editorial, | agree that anti-gentrification practices are
deeply rooted in the territorial setting in which they are performed, as is the
process of gentrification itself. But this is a different contextual argument
from those who would argue that gentrification is something that should be
confined to Anglo-American cities, and in extremis 1960s London where the
term was coined (for critiques of such a position see Bernt, 2016; Lees, Shin
and Lopez-Morales, 2015; Shin and Lopez-Morales, 2018; Slater, 2018). Em-
pirically grounded, comparative research that takes seriously the ‘new’ com-
parative urbanism is a first step in investigating gentrification globally (see
Lees, 2012; Lees, Shin and Lopez-Morales, 20162 Lees, 2018). Such work
may even include cities like Marseilles in France in the Southern European
city discussion, a city that looks south rather than north. As Ley and Yang
(2017) state, at a time when many academics ‘pursue esoteric individual
research with limited social payoff’, collaborative projects across continents
place a ‘spotlight on a major existential problem of our time: the growing
commodification, inequality, and injustice of the urban housing market’
(p.115). Anti-gentrification scholars need to learn from anti-gentrification
activists on the ground and vice versa, the pooling of knowledge on anti-gen-
trification practices, local and global, is vital. The workshop in Rome that fed
into this special issue which | attended did just this®.

Different types and processes of gentrification are causing displacement
in Southern European cities (see for example, Alexandri, 2015, on Athens;
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Cocola-Gant and Pardo, this issue, on Barcelona; and Manzo, this issue, on
Milan) and resistance against this gentrification is growing, as it is in Euro-
pe more widely. Indeed this summer in Southern Europe, in Barcelona and
Majorca, protest groups including Arran Paisos Catalans and Endavant Ciutat
Vella rallied against tourism gentrification and made international headline
news. More widely, what once seemed like limits or barriers to gentrification
(see Ley and Dobson, 2008) are being overcome in Europe and elsewhere.
In London council housing which long stood in the way of gentrification is
being demolished and low income tenants are being displaced (Lees, 2014).
In Thessaloniki, Greece’s second largest city, the economic crisis has both
stalled and triggered different forms and scales of gentrification, pointing to
the uneven geography of the process, as a local and global urban strategy
(Katsinas, 2017).

To date, research detailing practices of resistance against gentrification has
been small compared to the voluminous literature on the why, how and im-
pact of the gentrification process (see Annunziata and Rivas-Alonso, 2018).
This situation is changing now and a new body of work is emerging, work in
which this special issue is situated. It is significant that a paper by anti-gen-
trification activist Andrej Holm on Berlin has been included, given that Berlin
is one of the few cities where anti-gentrification legislation has emerged —
in the form of the new Milieuschutz Law. Holm outlines various modes of
protest in Berlin and in so doing reveals that the practices are not greatly
different to those happening in Southern European cities. Ferreri, reflecting
on her anti-gentrification work in London, now that she has relocated to
Barcelona, discusses questioning of the appropriateness of the British term
‘gentrification’ by activists outside of the UK. Such questioning is important
and terms that work best locally are perhaps the most appropriate ones to
mobilise; but many would argue, myself included, that globally a common
term is needed, and politically ‘gentrification’ has a lot of planetary punch.
Words, terms and discourse aside, the most difficult part of resisting gentrifi-
cation is about coming up with alternatives. We need to resist gentrification
but we also need alternatives to put on the table, much less energy has been
focused on this to date and this too must change (see Bunce, 2018; Steele,
2018).
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