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Interview » The mayor of La Seu d’Urgell, Francesc Viaplana, takes stock of the work done ¢
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Francesc <lheproblemisthatthereisnotenough
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The mayor of La Seu d’Urgell, Fran-
cesc Viaplana, takes stock of the year
2022, a year which began still mar-
ked by the coronavirus pandemic
and the outbreak of a war on the do-
orstep of Europe and which has en-
ded with the absolute recovery of
normality, with the problem of hou-
sing very much alive on both sides of
the border and without candidacy
for the Winter Olympics in the Pyre-
nees.Looking tothe future,in additi-
on to the city council’s own projects,
it calls for improving connections
throughout the region by rail and
for the airport to continue to grow
«with prudence» and in a proportio-
nate manner.

-What is the balance of everything
experienced in 2022 in La Seu d’Ur-
gell?

-Ithasbeen a complex year, because
we started it with a strong inciden-
ce of covid-19, which we linked in a
very short time with the economic
consequences of the war in Ukraine
and the management that entailed
of the refugees. Linking two such se-
rious crises in a row, added to clima-
techange thatis getting hotter every
day, hasnotbeen an easy task for the
Administration to handle.

-You commented on the manage-
ment of Ukrainian refugees. What ro-
le did the La Seu play?

-We took in about forty refugees,
of which there are now just over 20
left in the city. We put them up in a
hostel and helped them with all the
administrative procedures and the
schooling of the children. It has be-
en a great job, but it has not meant
a great upheaval for the city coun-
cil compared to what they are going
through.

-One of the main problems arising
from Andorra at La Seu is housing.
How does it affect you?

—-The fact that housing market pri-
cesin Andorraarevery high hasa di-
rectimpact on us, because there are
many people who decide to work in
Andorra, but live in La Seu. The pro-
blemisthatthereisnotenoughhou-
sing here either and what little the-
re is, as a result of the situation in
Andorra, is constantly getting mo-
re expensive. From the town hall,
throughout the legislature, we ha-
ve promoted housing policies; we
are currentlymanaging twenty flats
and by the end of the term we ho-
pe to have more than 30, so social
housing is one of our priorities, alt-
hough [ must admit that we do not
have affordable rent. In addition,
another point we have come across
is squatting, and not by evicted fa-
milies without resources, but by pe-
ople who decide to squat without

«Chaining two such
serious crisesina
row, added to climate
change, has not
bbeen an easy task to
handle»

Mmoreexpensive because of Andorra»

justification and causing coexisten-
ce problems.

-So, have you noticed an increase
in the number of cross-border com-
muters?

-Yes. From the beginning of the he-
alth crisis we started to notice an in-
crease in the register and during all
this timeithasremained and we ex-
pectit to continue like this, because
housingisnota quick solution.

—And does La Seu benefit from the
increase in the cost of living in An-
dorra? Are there more and more An-
dorrans who decide to cross the bor-
der to, for example, go to the super-
market?

-The communication and relations-
hip between Andorra and La Seu is
very close since, at least, I have the
use of reason. Traditionally, we ha-
ve received many Andorrans who
come to shop in the city because



they are looking for different pro-
ducts and, moreover, because they
can benefit from tax free in many es-
tablishments, a fact that greatly fa-
vors them and we are already fine.
Butthere are also many people from
La Seu who go shopping in Andor-
ra; the positive effects are for both
sides.

-What is your opinion of the rail con-
nection between AndorraandLaSeu
with Barcelona?

—-Currently, the Generalitat de Ca-
talunya is carrying out a feasibility
study to improve the Puigcerda rai-
Iway line and bring it to the Prin-
cipality. Anything to improve con-
nections with the Pyrenees I think
is very good, and more so in this ca-
se, that we are talking about sustai-
nable transport and thatI am con-
vinced that it would help to relieve
road trafficon the National C-45 and
theinterior of Andorra. With alldue
respect to the investments that An-
dorra considers to be priorities, this
one specifically, it is the Catalan go-
vernment that is considering it and
from the City Council of La Seu d’Ur-
gell we fully support the study, but
until we have the definitive results,
and we see whether or not it is pos-
sible, we will not be able to position
ourselves.

luring 2022 at the city councill

-Whatis yourassessment of the ope-
ration of the airport?

-Very good. The most important thi-
ngis that all the steps that are taken
are as solid as those that have been
taken so far. We have a provided in-
frastructure that we want to use to
the maximum of all its possibiliti-
es, because it places us on the world
map and, with the good acceptance
of regular flights and their high oc-
cupancy,ithasallowed us toexpand
the activity, beyond of light aircraft
and helicopters.

-Should the airlines be expanded?
-If it’s done prudently, yes. Becau-
se the important thing is that every
flight there is profitable and does
not involve any burden on the pu-
blic administrations. What does not
make sense is that there are airports
thatare notused.

-Do you have any studies on whet-
her these passengers stay at La Seu
or go, mostly to Andorra, or to other
regions?

-We don’t have any studies, but ob-
viously the main point of attraction
is Andorra. However, there are tho-
sewho stayin Alt Urgell or Cerdanya
and, in one way or another, an eco-
nomic impact is generated that be-
nefits us all.

«Anything to improve
connections with the
Pyrenees | think is
very good, especially
the train, which is
sustainable»

—Covid put the cross-border relati-
onship at the center of the debate.
What projects do you currently ha-
ve in hand?

—-At the moment we are studying
different projects that can be pre-
sented in relation to the Poctefa,
the cross-border collaboration be-
tween Spain, Andorra and France
which aims to strengthen the eco-
nomic and social integration of the
area, and which are beneficial for
the whole territory, because what
is good for some is good for others.

—After all the uproar there was with
the Winter Olympics, how doyourate
the fact that in the end no candidacy
was presented?

-It was a shame that the candidacy
was not presented due to the politi-
calboycottby Aragon.Ifithadn’tbe-
en possible to present it for techni-
cal reasons or because people had
voted against it in the popular con-
sultation, Iwould have understood,
but for a political issue... It’s a lost
opportunity. Although the Olym-
pic Games are not the solution to
the problems of the Pyrenees, neit-
her are they to blame for everythi-
ng that is attributed to them and I
think that a well thought out candi-
dacy would have allowed us to posi-
tion ourselves in the world and pro-
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mote sports of winter that we have
in the region. It is not comparable,
but we all know what the Barcelona
92 Games meant to the city and al-
so to La Seu.

-Was it a mistake notto count on An-
dorra?

-Ithinkso.Ifthe Olympic Gamesare
heldin the Pyrenees, the entire Pyre-
nees must be counted on, including
Andorra, which also hasalot to con-
tribute. I think the ideal candidacy
would be the Catalan one, with An-
dorra, a part of the French Pyrenees
and some sporadic tests abroad so as
not to have to build infrastructures
thatare not amortizable later.

-What purpose do you set for the fi-
ve months remaining in your term of
office?

-Many, butIdon’tknowiflIwill have
time to do them all! We have many
necessary and exciting projects ahe-
ad, such as the new hospital, the
construction of the residential cen-
ter for the elderly, the improvement
of the sports facilities or the school
for adults. We have many good in-
tentions, but we may lack time to
be able to execute them. In any case,
we will continue working to impro-
ve the future of La Seu d’Urgell and
its citizens. =
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