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The people of Vitoria-Gasteiz live in one of the greenest cities in Europe. This didn’t happen 

overnight: it has taken an enlightened vision and many years of hard work – and the work continues.

Vitoria-Gasteiz is the capital city of Álava, a province in the Basque Country in northern Spain. 

It is situated in the great ecological corridor of southern Europe that connects the Alps with the 

northern mountain ranges of the Iberian Peninsula. Vitoria-Gasteiz nestles on a plain surrounded by 

the Vitoria and Badaia mountains to the south and northwest and the Zadorra River to the north. A 

landscape of broad agricultural fields lies between the mountains and the city.  

As Vitoria-Gasteiz grew, the urbanization process and its associated dynamics led to the degradation 

of the peri-urban land. Nevertheless, this land had the potential to be an important interface in which 

the rural and natural lands beyond the city meet the urban landscapes and the citizens of Vitoria-

Gasteiz. The peri-urban land was not entirely abandoned, and there were many informal small 

settlements, but there was a general perception that it was “nobody’s land”, leading to degrading 

activities such as the illegal dumping of waste. To address this problem, the city administration set 

out to restore the peri-urban land and increase the sense of ownership among its citizens. 

Growing the “roots of tomorrow” in 
Vitoria-Gasteiz
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One of  Spain’s – and Europe’s – greenest cities is continuing 
its efforts through a public–private partnership to increase 
the connectivity of  citizens with the natural environment

Prepared by Marta Hernández-Arroyo, with contributions from Ane Itziar Velasco, Blanca Marañón 
Martínez de Lagrán and Juan Vilela Lozano
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Civil society, companies and the Centre for Environmental Studies worked 
together to plant thousands of trees in the green belt of Vitoria-Gasteiz 

The green belt project

Starting in the 1990s, the ambitious “green belt” project, 

led by the Centre for Environmental Studies (CEA), aimed 

to create a great green area for recreation around the city 

while restoring its valuable landscape functions. Now, 25 

years later, after various projects, the outcome is a green 

area almost 800 hectares in size, comprising six large 

parks of ecological significance – such as the natural gall 

oak forests in Armentia, the Zadorra and Errekaleor river 

systems, and the Salburua wetland, one of the most valuable 

continental wetlands in the Basque Country. The Zadorra 

River and the Salburua wetland are “special conservation 

areas” and part of the Natura 2000 Network; the Salburua 

wetland is also recognized as a Ramsar wetland. Today, 

the green belt is a key element of the city’s urban green 

infrastructure, and it represents the beginning of a new 

mindset. Among other things, it features 90 kilometres of 

cycleways and footpaths.

The Roots of Tomorrow initiative

Nevertheless, despite the progress made over many years, 

much still needs to be done to rehabilitate degraded areas 

and establish ecological corridors to ensure connectivity 

along the green belt and between urban green spaces.

In 2012, the CEA launched the project “Roots of Tomorrow: 

250 000 Trees and Citizens” to consolidate the green belt 

and get people involved in ecological restoration. The aim 

of the project was to plant 250 000 trees and shrubs – one 

per city resident – in a three-year campaign. The initiative 

was designed to reinforce the bond between citizens, the 

green belt and the local environment. Concurrently, it 

aimed to improve the most threatened areas by reforesting 

73 locations in the green belt. Native species were used to 

the greatest extent possible. 

To further extend the concept of green infrastructure to 

the large area of green spaces already present in the city, 

in 2014 the CEA released a proposal for an “urban green 
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infrastructure strategy”. Under this strategy, a network of 

green spaces would be created to increase connectivity 

and increase the wide range of ecosystem services those 

spaces provide. 

The backbone of Vitoria-Gasteiz’s green infrastructure is 

its rivers, wetlands, parks and street trees. In fact, the city 

has one of the largest areas of green space per habitant in 

Europe; in 2012 the European Commission recognized it as 

Europe’s “green capital of the year”. The Salburua wetland 

is a good example of a nature-based solution: its recovered 

ponds now constitute a buffer against flooding.

Public–private involvement

A lack of resources is an ongoing challenge. Indeed, the 

aforementioned green belt project had suffered budget cuts 

in a poor economic climate. To overcome this constraint, the 

local administration, in an innovative solution, established 

the “Roots of Tomorrow” campaign as a public–private 

initiative. The CEA led the project, along with almost 50 

social entities, businesses and formal institutions, more 

than 3 000 students, and many thousands of other citizens. 

The project provided an opportunity for people from 

all walks of life to be part of the reforestation effort. One 

participating institution, Red Cross Álava, reported that 

“it is imperative that we be allowed to participate in the 

management and care of the natural environment at all 

levels in order to achieve sustainability of ecosystem 

services and so human well-being … When we got to know 

the project Roots of Tomorrow, which sought the support 

and involvement of citizens, companies, professionals and 

all kinds of citizen organizations in tree planting, we did not 

hesitate to mobilize Red Cross volunteers to collaborate 

with this citizen initiative”. 

Local businesses were also involved, such as Viveros 

Eskalmendi, a garden centre and forestry company. Viveros 

Eskalmendi offers the following advice to other cities 

planning similar initiatives: “It is fundamental that citizens 

are aware of the benefits that this kind of initiative provides. 

Being involved at a personal level in simple initiatives like 

tree planting helps build a sense of belonging. Once people 

feel that it is “theirs”, they will collaborate more in the 

conservation and enjoyment of the natural environment”.

The present and previous three mayors of Vitoria-
Gasteiz plant the last tree of the project at the 
closing ceremony of the “Roots of Tomorrow” 
tree-planting campaign 
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