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Abstract

Marketplaces, crucial sites for low-income populations as sources of affordable
goods and social interaction, are at a critical juncture. They are experiencing decline due
to the rise of shopping centres and neglect by public authorities, while at the same time
being rediscovered as tourist attractions, sources of profit and tools for urban regeneration.
Porta Palazzo, Turin’s largest and most affordable municipal market, exemplifies these
tensions. Situated between a gentrified neighbourhood and a diverse working-class area,
the market faces gentrifying pressures. In this article, I draw on onsite observations
and 32 semi-structured interviews with traders and municipal officials to highlight the
disjuncture between top-down regeneration agendas and the bottom-up lived experiences
of market traders. In this research I call for greater attention to the role and agency of long-
established market traders, arguing that they experience marketplace gentrification as a
complex and contradictory process. On the one hand, their understanding of these ongoing
transformations is often fragmented and partial. On the other hand, formal market traders
frequently adopt an ambivalent stance towards these processes. This study contributes to
research on urban markets with empirical evidence about the timing and contradictory
sociospatial relations that are crucial to understanding its contested change.

Introduction

The Porta Palazzo market, located in Piazza della Repubblica in Turin, is the
largest outdoor marketplace in Europe. Encompassing both indoor and outdoor spaces,
this market, renowned for its affordability, lies at the intersection of two contrasting
urban areas: the highly gentrified Quadrilatero Romano and the working-class,
ethnically diverse neighbourhood of Aurora. Since 2019, the market square and its
surroundings have undergone significant transformations, including the closure of the
public fish market, the arrival of a food hall and hospitality chains, an increase in private
investments and the displacement of an informal flea market. These are clear signs of
broader processes of gentrification, touristification and foodification, as other scholars
have noted (Cenere and Bourlessas, 2022; Bolzoni and Semi, 2023; 2025). In this article
I build on these analyses, examining how these changes exert multiple and conflicting
pressures on the market. The empirical evidence highlights a complex and non-linear
trajectory: gentrification within the market has not fully unfolded and remains uneven,
generating contested meanings and contradictory interpretations among different
social groups. To understand this particular complexity, I explore the perceptions
and narratives of key actors involved in, and affected by, these changes, namely local
authorities and market traders.
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Placing Porta Palazzo within the wider debates on the transformation of
public marketplaces provides a better understanding of the changes it is undergoing.
Marketplaces have been a central part of cities since ancient times, offering affordable
everyday products as well as spaces for social interaction, thus making them essential
for low-income populations (Watson, 2009; Gonzalez, 2018; Newing et al., 2023). Yet, in
recent years, many markets in the global North, especially those that are publicly owned,
have reached a ‘critical juncture’ (Gonzalez and Waley, 2013). On the one hand, they are
experiencing periods of decline owing to the proliferation of shopping malls, the recent
spread of delivery systems and neglect by public authorities. On the other hand, they
have been rediscovered as potential tourist attractions, sources of profit and assets for
urban regeneration strategies (Janssens and Sezer, 2013; Gonzalez, 2020). Markets have
thus become the ‘new gentrification frontier’ (Gonzalez and Waley, 2013) and, at the
same time, contested places (Gonzalez, 2018) where traders organize and participate in
broader urban social movements against gentrification and displacement (Taylor, 2020).
Yet, less attention has been paid to formal traders—i.e. those who are licensed to sell
in the market and pay for their stalls—operating in contexts where gentrification is
emerging but collective resistance is absent.

In this article I therefore call for greater attention to the role and agency
of long-established market traders who have worked in the market for more than
20 years—an aspect that remains underexplored in the literature, especially in
studies on gentrification in Turin. In the article I focus on the case of Porta Palazzo to
argue that in markets exhibiting early signs of gentrification and subject to multiple
transformation pressures, formal market traders perceive and experience changes in
complex and at times contradictory ways. On the one hand, their understanding of
these ongoing transformations tends to be fragmented and partial, especially when
they are not organized collectively. Their perspective is shaped by the uneven nature of
gentrification, their socially and spatially localized engagement with the marketplace
and a nostalgic orientation towards the past that emphasizes the presence of immigrant
traders over more recent structural changes. On the other hand, formal market traders
often adopt an ambivalent stance towards these processes: while some may support
certain aspects of urban transformation, they do not necessarily derive tangible benefits.
Moreover, many are effectively excluded from these processes, as decision making is
highly top-down, leaving little room for participation.

While this study highlights the perspectives of formal traders, it also contrasts
their views with those of policymakers. This dual perspective reveals the disjuncture
between the municipality’s top-down regeneration agendas, which support private
investment, and the bottom-up lived and fragmented experiences of market traders.

In this article T draw on fieldwork conducted between September and
December 2023, combining onsite observations, 32 semi-structured interviews, and
press and policy document analysis. Interviews included two groups of actors. The
first encompassed municipal officials from the commerce and urban regeneration
departments, representatives of the local agency The Gate and the Mercato Centrale
administration. The second included 28 formal market traders and nearby business
owners/employees, part of what Blennerhassett et al. (2022) describe as the ‘market-
scape’. Participants of this second group were selected based on the length of time
they had worked in the square, with most having had over two decades of experience.
Their long-term presence provides a rich historical perspective on Porta Palazzo’s
sociospatial transformations. However, owing to the duration of their activity in the
area, the majority are of Italian origin. This constitutes a limitation, as the market has
become increasingly diverse since the 1990s through a growing presence of traders with
migrant backgrounds.

In the next part of the article I present a review of the literature on marketplaces
and commercial gentrification. This is followed by a contextual overview of Porta
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AN URBAN MARKETPLACE UNDER PRESSURE 3

Palazzo. The empirical analysis is divided into two parts: in the first I examine the
strategies of policymakers and private investors, while in the second I investigate
market traders and shopkeepers through an analysis of their perceptions of local
sociospatial transformations and, for traders specifically, the organizational and
governance arrangements that structure their activities. In the conclusion I discuss the
position of market traders in contexts characterized by gentrification pressures, thereby
contributing to debates on commercial gentrification and the transformation of urban
marketplaces.

Urban marketplaces: social infrastructures and assets for urban

regeneration

While historical studies on marketplaces are well established (Braudel, 1992),
and there is an extensive literature on marketplaces and informality across the global
South (Bromley, 2000; Bhowmik, 2010; Evers and Seale, 2014; Brown, 2017), state-
regulated marketplaces in the global North remain under-researched (Gonzalez, 2020).
In the past two decades, however, this topic has become increasingly important in urban
studies.

First of all, the literature presents markets as spaces of sociability and diversity
(Anderson, 2004; Semi, 2009; Watson, 2009; Hiebert et al., 2015). Markets are also
considered inclusive both for sellers and customers because of their low entry barriers,
the high opportunities for developing an informal economy and the low prices of the
traded goods (Morales, 2009; Hiebert et al., 2015; Vietti, 2018; Blennerhassett et al., 2022).
These characteristics make markets crucial resources or socio-urban infrastructures
(Latham and Layton, 2019; Van Eck et al., 2020; Latham and Layton, 2022) for vulnerable
groups such as the poor, the elderly and migrants. Therefore, marketplaces possess a
broader ‘community value’ (Gonzélez et al., 2021), which contributes to the wellbeing
and social cohesion of urban neighbourhoods, forming part of an area’s intangible or
immaterial assets (Bonnin and Moore-Cherry, 2023). However, this body of literature
often overlooks the reproduction of social hierarchies within marketplaces that shape
everyday interactions and reinforce class and racial divisions (Aptekar, 2019; Jonsson
et al., 2023).

Despite the social and economic importance of urban markets, they have recently
experienced neglect and decline. This trend is not merely a consequence of shifting
consumer habits but is also driven by coordinated state and market strategies (Gonzalez
and Waley, 2013). Key factors include the rise in shopping malls and supermarkets, the
spread of auto-motorized mobility favoured by urban planning, and public disinvestment
in traditional markets (Gonzélez, 2018; Guimaries, 2018). These are often-overlooked
dimensions of neoliberal urbanism (Mayer, 2016) in which local policies, plans and
services are subordinated to the interests of capital accumulation. In addition, the
development of delivery systems and the diversification of purchasing patterns—
including manifestations of ethical purchasing behaviour through alternative food
networks (Pettenati and Toldo, 2018) that completely bypass supermarkets—have
significantly reshaped consumption habits. Yet, the experience of formal traders amid
this decline remains largely underexplored. One notable exception is the work of Watson
and Wells (2005), who analysed how traders’ experience of poverty and decline can lead
to racialized forms of exclusion (a theme further developed in Wells and Watson, 2005)
and a nostalgia for a romanticized past.

Moreover, the Covid-19 pandemic has further exacerbated the decline of urban
markets, compounding existing structural vulnerabilities (Asante and Mills, 2020; Van
Eck et al., 2020; Petrovié et al., 2021). Within this broader framework, scholars highlight
how narratives of decline are frequently mobilized by public actors to justify urban
regeneration projects (Gonzalez and Dawson, 2015; Gonzalez, 2018; Guimaries, 2018;
Venkov, 2022). As a result, traditional markets are repurposed as tourist attractions and
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commodified as strategic assets for capital accumulation and urban renewal (Janssens
and Sezer, 2013; Gonzalez, 2020).

The preservation of heritage sites or the enhancement of retail facilities are thus
employed as narratives that undergird the neoliberal regeneration of urban markets
(Gonzalez, 2018). On the one hand, the focus on cultural heritage is typically implemented
in downtown markets to prevent the deterioration of historic buildings, improve their
physical infrastructure and promote new uses and businesses (Delgadillo, 2018). On the
other hand, marketplaces are used as central elements to regenerate the commercial
landscape of specific neighbourhoods. For example, the Ribeira market in Lisbon has
been transformed by a private company into a place where small restaurants flank the
traditional fruit and vegetable stalls (Guimaries, 2018).

As suggested by Gonzalez and Waley (2013) and more recently by
Guimaries (2018), market transformations can be analysed through the lens of
commercial gentrification. This theoretical framework has traditionally received limited
attention in studies of urban gentrification, which have largely focused on residential
dynamics and treated transformations in the retail landscape as secondary effects of
housing investment and the displacement of lower-income residents by more affluent
newcomers (Lees et al., 2013). However, over the past two decades, the fundamental
role of retail in shaping the urban fabric and even instigating gentrification processes
has been increasingly examined, particularly by North American scholars (Bridge and
Dowling, 2001; Zukin et al., 2009; Monroe Sullivan and Shaw, 2011; Hubbard, 2017). For
the purposes of this research I draw upon Gonzalez and Dawson’s (2015: 19) definition
of retail gentrification as ‘the process whereby commerce that serves a low-income
population is transformed or replaced by retail targeting wealthier people’. Building
on this and following Hubbard (2017), in my analysis I also consider how such retail
transformations contribute to the aesthetic and symbolic revalorization of the inner city
as a consumable spectacle for middle-class audiences.

Such processes tend to create new commercial landscapes that increasingly
resemble one another, resulting in greater standardization and homogenization
(Zukin, 1998). In this framework, commercial gentrification is not a mere result of
residential changes, but a neoliberal strategy in urban policies facilitating or accelerating
capitalist accumulation and commodification through public-private real partnerships
(Bernt, 2022; Holm, 2024).

In the context of urban marketplaces, Gonzéalez and Waley (2013) identify three
fundamental mechanisms of commercial gentrification. First, urban restructuring aims
to privatize and sanitize city centres. Secondly, this process leads to the displacement of
market users, both traders and customers. Thirdly, markets are turned into ‘consumption
experiences’ through the fetishization of food in commodified and sanitized places.
These dynamics foster new market models, offering organic, local and more expensive
foods, while also introducing the option for onsite consumption, a feature not typically
associated with markets. Arreortia (2018: 91) refers to this trend as ‘the gourmet market
model’, in which the food becomes a tool of urban regeneration as it targets wealthier
consumers through a foodification processes (see, e.g. Bourlessas et al., 2022, for the case
of Turin; Frixa and Bonazzi, 2019, for the case of Bologna).

In this process, one of the defining features of markets, namely their social
diversity—both in terms of the people involved and the ethnic taste of the traded
products—is usually leveraged as a key attraction. This leads to the commodification
of market diversity, as seen in British markets (Gonzalez and Waley, 2013) and Turkish
bazaars (Vicdan and Firat, 2015), where the upper classes temporary seek consuming
‘otherness’ as a strategy of social distinction. More broadly, social and ethnic diversity
has been aestheticized (Zukin, 2008) and used as a tool for city branding in urban
renewal projects, such as in Turin (Bolzoni, 2022).
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AN URBAN MARKETPLACE UNDER PRESSURE 5

Several distinctive signs have been identified that indicate markets that are
undergoing retail gentrification, including rising stall rents, privatized management and
a shift towards artisanal, organic or ready-to-eat products, often accompanied by vintage
goods (Gonzalez and Dawson 2015; Guimarées, 2018; Lindmie and Madella, 2022).
Guimardes (2018) argues that this shift is part of a broader urban strategy aimed at
reorienting markets towards tourist consumption. To better understand this shift,
Vallbona and Pérez’s (2015) classification of food markets based on their degree of
touristification offers a useful framework. Their typology includes: (1) fully touristified
markets extensively remodelled to serve visitors; (2) traditional markets that attract
tourists while retaining a local character; and (3) markets undergoing change, marked
by early signs of gentrification. While gentrification processes seldom unfold in a linear
or sequential manner, in this article—drawing on Gilli and Ferrari (2018)—1I classify
Porta Palazzo within the third category, as it exhibits initial indicators of gentrification.
This classification does not, however, imply that the market will necessarily transition
to the second or first categories. In my research I therefore examine the conditions that
currently both facilitate and hinder such a shift.

Transformations of markets can have consequences similar to those of retail
gentrification, which affect low-income populations (Hubbard, 2017) and migrants
(Hasenberger and Nogueira, 2022) in particular. These mainly include the disruption
of social ties (Zukin et al., 2009), the displacement of traders unable to afford rising
stall rents and the exclusion of customers who cannot access higher-quality products
owing to their cost. In the case of food products, this can lead to the emergence of a food
mirage (Sullivan, 2014; Cohen, 2018)—an area where quality food is available but priced
out of reach for a segment of the population—which creates forms of food privilege
(Anguelovski, 2015).

Public actors at both national and local levels play a pivotal role in the
transformation of markets. They can support private investments, form partnerships
(Morales, 2011) and use marketplaces to enhance urban competitiveness and city
branding. For state and local actors, gentrification often serves to ‘lure the middle
classes into disadvantaged areas with the purpose of civilizing and controlling these
neighbourhoods’ (Uitermark et al., 2007: 127). Hence, urban policy can actively promote,
accelerate or enable gentrification processes (Holm, 2024).

The consequences of retail gentrification within marketplaces can manifest in
overt forms—such as market closure or displacement—but may also unfold gradually
and incrementally, making them harder to identify and contest. The ways in which
market traders perceive and experience this subtler phase—when they do not perceive
themselves as directly threatened and the market-scape exhibits only incipient signs of
gentrification—remain largely neglected within the literature. In the case of Turin, the
work of Semi (2005), for example, highlights the interactions of a Maghrebi trader in his
shop in Porta Palazzo with a newer, wealthier and predominantly white clientele, thereby
illuminating shifts in commercial relations within a gentrifying context. However, it
does not investigate how these shifts are experienced by the broader population of long-
established retailers. Here, I seek to address this gap by examining how long-established
Porta Palazzo market traders perceive and interpret ongoing changes.

A useful theoretical lens for understanding the uneven dynamic of gentrification
is the notion of slow violence. In recent years, scholars adopted this concept to describe
the subtle, cumulative effects of gentrification and displacement on vulnerable
communities (Kern, 2016; Lees and Hubbard, 2022; Keller, 2024). The concept was
originally developed by Nixon (2011) in the field of environmental humanities to
describe environmental harms that disproportionately affect marginalized populations
but receive little public or media attention. Nixon (ibid.: 2) defines slow violence as ‘a
violence that occurs gradually and out of sight, a violence of delayed destruction that is
dispersed across time and space, an attritional violence that is typically not viewed as

UONIPUOD pue SIS 1 8y} 89S *[9202/c0/c2] Uo AriqiTauiiuo A (1M ‘Ariqi Aisieaun eesddn Aq 22002 °22¢2-89v T/TTTT OT/I0P/W0S A8 | 1M AR1q 1 Ut |uo//:Sdny wouy pspeojumod ‘0 ‘£2vz8orT

Roim:

@5UBD17 SUOLILIOD SR8 3 |cealdde ay) Aq peusenob ae sap e YO ‘8sn Jo 3| 1oy A%eiq auljuO AS|IM UO (SUO N IPUOI-pUEe:



RU 6

violence at all’. The concept is valuable for making visible forms of harm that are often
hidden, normalized or rendered illegible by dominant narratives.

When transformations are visible and directly threaten traders, markets
can become sites of public discontent and dispute (Janssens and Sezer, 2013; Unlii-
Yiicesoy, 2013; Gonzalez and Dawson, 2018; Gonzalez, 2020), where conflicts and protests
erupt. In the edited volume Contested Markets, Contested Cities (Gonzalez, 2018),
examples of resistance to gentrification and threats to traders’ rights—from London
(see Gonzalez and Dawson, 2018) and Madrid (see Pérez et al., 2018) to Santiago de
Chile (see Schlack et al., 2018)—illustrate the diverse forms these struggles can take.
As Gonzalez (2020) notes, most research on urban mobilization in markets focuses
on cities in the global South and on informal traders and/or street traders, while the
role of market traders in struggles for the right to the city in Europe has more recently
been explored by Taylor (2020). Despite this growing literature, far less attention has
been paid to traders operating in contexts where gentrification is emerging subtly and
gradually, and where collective resistance from both traders and users is absent.

In this article I focus on this overlooked terrain: market traders situated in
markets undergoing subtle and uneven transformations associated with commercial
gentrification. By analysing formal traders’ perceptions of change, this work foregrounds
the ambivalence of their positions in a shifting urban landscape, where gentrification
pressures are present but not yet crystallized into overt conflict or political action. With
this article I thereby contributes to the literature on the consequences of commercial
gentrification on urban marketplaces through exploring how formal market traders
perceive and experience these processes.

The section that follows provides relevant contextual background to situate the
research within its specific urban setting.

Porta Palazzo: a changing urban area and a crucial marketplace

Porta Palazzo is not an official administrative unit, although it is perceived as
a unified urban area (Stano, 2011) spanning parts of two contrasting urban areas—the
gentrified Quadrilatero Romano, fully integrated in the city centre (Semi, 2004), and
the multiethnic, working-class Aurora neighbourhood. The latter has been historically
associated in the public discourse with urban decay and segregation owing to various
waves of migration in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries (Salone et al., 2017;
Cingolani, 2018; Bolzoni and Semi, 2023). At the centre of these migration waves lies
the market, which encompasses both regulated and informal activities (Semi, 2008;
Black, 2012). However, in this research I focus on the regulated market and its formal
traders, a social category that has received limited attention in other studies on Porta
Palazzo.

The market area covers 51,300 square metres and hosts over 700 official traders,
attracting around 100,000 visitors weekly.! This makes Porta Palazzo the largest open-air
market in Europe operating daily—Monday to Friday in the morning and all day on
Saturdays. Additionally, the surrounding streets in Aurora feature a weekly flea market
(Balon) on Saturdays and a monthly antiques market (Gran Balon) on Sundays, effectively
extending the market’s influence and fostering social connections between the areas (see
Figure 1).

Alongside its bustling outdoor areas, where all kinds of products are sold, the
regulated market also includes four indoor markets (see Figure 2).

Two of the covered markets in the square have recently changed their function.
The historic fish market was closed in 2021 by the local health authority (ASL—Azienda
Sanitaria Locale). The site has been put up for auction, but no buyer has been found yet.
It is expected to be turned into a fish restaurant and street food eateries. The other is

1 See https://www.torinocambia.it/interventi/mercato-di-porta-palazzo (accessed 6 December 2024).
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Porta Palazzo
Market

1. Indoor market: cheese, meat
and baked goods
2. Farmer market
3. Household goods
4. Shoes
5. PalaFuksas:

e Mercato Centrale (ground

floor)

¢ Clothes shops (1st floor)
6. Clothes and electronic items
7. Indoor fish market (now
closed)
8. Fruits and vegetables
9. Indoor market: cheese and
meat
10. Household goods and clothes B8
11. Flowers and clothes

<4Combo Hostel
@Balon: Saturday Flea
market

FIGURE 1 Overview of the Porta Palazzo market and its trading zones (author’s
elaboration based on Google Earth)

the former clothing market, which used to be located in the PalaFuksas building. The
latter was inaugurated shortly before the 2006 Winter Olympics and it was intended to
overcome the negative stigma of the area (Iandolo, 2021). However, the building had been
controversial since its inauguration (Rossi and Vanolo, 2013; Vanolo, 2022) due to high
cost and failure to attract wealthier shoppers. In 2019, it was sold to Mercato Centrale,
a food hall chain, also present in Florence, Milan and Rome. Mercato Centrale now
operates on the ground floor of the PalaFuksas, featuring around 20 small restaurants
that offer typical Italian dishes. Some original clothing shops remain on the first floor.

In January 2020, a new venue opened in a corner block of the market square,
between a former residential building and a former fire station: Combo, a hostel that
includes a bar, a restaurant and coworking facilities—a business already active in Venice,
Milan and Bologna. Such openings are major signs of a wider tourism-focused project
aimed at transforming the area (Cenere and Bourlessas, 2022).

More broadly, the Porta Palazzo area has been at the centre of several
regeneration plans since the late 1990s, following a clear neoliberal turn. In 1996,
the European Union funded the urban pilot project “The Gate—living not leaving’,
aimed at reducing sociospatial segregation (Semi, 2004; Rossi and Vanolo, 2013). The
project was managed by the Porta Palazzo Project Committee, a non-profit agency with
decision makers from the public and private sectors (Curti and Spill, 2007; Briata, 2010;
2011). The agency remains active today and is tasked with mediating between political
authorities, investors and local stakeholders. It is funded by public institutions, alongside
private actors, including banking foundations and the Chamber of Commerce.

In recent years, Porta Palazzo and the Aurora neighbourhood in general have
undergone significant urban transformations, described as ‘urban cosmetic surgery’
by Bragaglia (2024: 6). Since 2015, the nearby area of Borgo Dora, home to the Balon
and Gran Balon markets, has experienced significant evictions of squatted buildings,
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FIGURE 2 Top: Partial view of Porta Palazzo market from the terrace of Mercato
Centrale (photo by the author, December 2023); Bottom: A fruit and vegetable market
stall, October 2023 (photo by the author, October 2023)

followed by real estate developments that raised property values and widened the rent
gap (Cenere and Bourlessas, 2022). In 2018, coffee company Lavazza’s headquarters
opened nearby in a new signature building known as La Nuvola (The Cloud). In the
following year, two major evictions took place, exemplifying the forceful interventionist
characteristic of gentrification (Bolzoni and Semi, 2025). These involved the historic
anarchist social centre Asilo Occupato, located opposite the Lavazza headquarters, and
the informal flea market Barattolo, largely composed of migrant vendors selling cheap
second-hand goods. The flea market was subsequently relocated to the city’s northern
periphery, a poorer and more marginalized area (Bourlessas et al., 2022; Cenere and
Bourlessas, 2022). These evictions reflect a broader logic of urban boosterism and
neighbourhood upgrading pursued by Turin’s municipality, by which it displaces low-
income residents while seeking to attract private capital (Bolzoni and Semi, 2023).

More recent developments include grants from the city in 2023 for market
traders to upgrade their stalls and a major renovation of the square funded by post-
Covid 19-pandemic Next Generation EU funds in 2024, aimed at improving the
market’s built structures and revitalizing the economic and cultural activities of the
neighbourhood.
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AN URBAN MARKETPLACE UNDER PRESSURE 9

Researchers argued that Porta Palazzo became a tourist destination with the
2006 Winter Olympics (Gilli and Ferrari, 2018). Until then, the area only had two hotels;
by 2018, at least 12 bed-and-breakfasts had opened. As Semi and Tonetta (2021) note,
Aurora now has a high concentration of short-term rentals. The opening of Mercato
Centrale and the Combo hostel between 2019 and 2020 further established Porta
Palazzo as a major tourist destination (Iandolo, 2021).

Other scholars have argued that the commercial transformation of the area is
marked by a foodification process (Bourlessas et al., 2022). Although this process is
still ongoing and uncertain (Cenere and Bourlessas, 2022), it has already resulted in
key gentrifying developments within the area—such as an expensive fishmonger, the
nearby Umberto I gallery and Mercato Centrale—and in the surrounding Quadrilatero
and Balon areas. The planned renovation of the fish market through the establishment
of street food shops and upscale restaurants will further boost this process.

Several researchers have concluded that Porta Palazzo is a frontier of ongoing
gentrification (Iandolo, 2021; Bourlessas et al., 2022). However, the literature presents
differing views on the extent and nature of this process. Gilli and Ferrari (2018) argue
that gentrification has been slowed down by the presence of voluntary groups and
religious institutions supporting disadvantaged residents and immigrants. Similarly,
Cenere and Bourlessas (2022) describe Porta Palazzo as undergoing ‘failed’ or ‘semi-
foodification’, shaped by an ‘inertia’ rooted in everyday practices that resist rapid
change. They also note the relatively limited presence of Turin’s middle and upper
classes and lower-than-expected tourist activity, arguing that the main drivers of
gentrification lie elsewhere.

In this research I build upon these prior studies and debates on the commercial
gentrification of Porta Palazzo to contribute with a novel examination of the ambivalent
role long-established market traders play in the ongoing transformations of this urban
market. Accordingly, my analysis draws on empirical material, which is presented in
the next section.

Pressures on the market: institutional strategies and visions

The market is colour, warmth, multiplicity. Seen up close, seen from within, itis a
shimmering kaleidoscope of goods and voices, languages and dialects, people
and characters, which, seen from above, finds its unified composition in an
organized system of stations with a defined position in space.?

This is how marketplaces were portrayed on the website of Torino Mercati, a
communication campaign launched in 2023 by the City of Turin as part of the international
initiative titled ‘Love Your Local Market’, which continued until 2025 (see City of Turin, n.d.).
The campaign aims to promote Turin as the ‘city of markets’, positioning them as a ‘brand’—
as Varetto (2023) noted in the main newspaper of the city—and as a distinctive feature that
sets Turin apart from other cities. Markets are indeed widespread across the city; there are
32 (ibid.), one in almost every neighbourhood. This strategy is part of a broader rebranding
effort aimed at reshaping Turin’s identity by moving away from its industrial past, which has
historically been tied to Fiat car production, towards a new image centred on gastronomy
and culture (Vanolo, 2015; Bragaglia, 2024). The campaign included promotional materials
such as T-shirts and aprons for market traders, posters featuring food products and the
development of an app (see Figure 3) that maps the city’s markets and provides historical
information in Italian, French and English. However, the app is not available in the languages
the market’s main non-Italian customers speak, such as Arabic, Chinese and Romanian.

2 From City of Turn (n.d.); the URL for this website has since become defunct.
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empre fresca
e aggiornata.

- |
TORINO MERCATI
Scarica 'App.

FIGURE 3 A poster of the Torino Mercati app on a street in Turin (photo by the author,
June 2025)

One of the posters from the campaign displayed at Turin airport featured Porta
Palazzo. As a municipal official explained, the aim was ‘to tell a piece of Turin, not only
for those who live in Turin, but especially for the tourists who come. Because I am
convinced that on a tourist level it is quite unmissable Porta Palazzo’ (interview 32, 13
December 2023).

Porta Palazzo is indeed identified as a key ‘tourist attractor’ in the city’s strategic
plan. More broadly, tourism plays a central role in Turin’s ongoing image rebranding:
the strategic plan envisions the city as a ‘tourist centre of international importance’
(Fondazione Links et al., 2022: 30).

The plan also emphasizes aligning Turin’s food sector with the standards of
other Italian and European cities by positioning food as a key driver of both urban
regeneration and tourism. This focus is reflected in the intention to expand street food
offerings in urban markets. As a municipal official stated in an interview, London’s
Borough Market—widely cited in the academic literature as a paradigmatic example
of a ‘gourmet market’—is explicitly regarded by the municipality as a model for Porta
Palazzo. The fish market project is aligned with this vision that, although not yet
implemented, foresees the return of fish stalls alongside the opening of a restaurant and
several street food stalls inspired by the nearby Mercato Centrale.

The importance of markets in Turin’s urban development is further reflected in
the allocation of 9.95 million euro from the PNRR (National Recovery and Resilience
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AN URBAN MARKETPLACE UNDER PRESSURE 11

Plan) to refurbish 12 markets, including a 2.5 million euro investment in the Porta
Palazzo market.?

One of the city’s major newspapers referred to these interventions as ‘restyling’
(Molino, 2023). Similarly, local agency The Gate describes subsidies for the replacement
of market stalls with brighter, more uniform structures as a way of giving the fruit and
vegetable sector a ‘new look’. This indicates a widespread view that the image of Porta
Palazzo needs to change. The trade councillor expressed this view in an interview
with the same newspaper, stating that with the introduction of terraces in the public
space, Porta Palazzo would become ‘the new entertainment district from sunset’ (ibid.:
n.p.n.). According to the councillor, this would reduce crime in the area and revitalize
it, as it is currently described as deserted at night. The councillor’s statement reveals
an assumption that social problems such as drug dealing can be solved by privatizing
public space and displacing vulnerable groups rather than by providing social services.
The opening of new bars could transform Porta Palazzo into a nightlife hub, similar to
the previously run-down Quadrilatero area. This process is not unique to Porta Palazzo
but reflects a broader urban strategy that is observable throughout Turin. For instance,
similar dynamics can be seen in the Tonite project (Petrilli and Vanolo, 2025), which
likewise promotes urban revitalization through the activation and securitization of
public spaces.

As part of its efforts to reshape Porta Palazzo’s image, the municipality assigns
a key role to new commercial actors in the square, namely Mercato Centrale and the
Combo hostel, and actively supports them. This is evidenced by the presence of the
former mayor and trade councillor at the inauguration of Mercato Centrale in April 2019
(Bourlessas et al., 2022), as well as by the following remark of a municipal official:

Combo, too, we helped bring it into being, so absolutely, there’s strong support.
And then ... obviously, well, even in that case, we try to do what we can to keep
them going, even though they [Mercato Centrale and Combo] are ultimately
private ventures. Still, they're recognized as having a special role, so ... So,

we try ... to define conventional arrangements and so on that allow them to
continue operating (interview 32, 13 December 2023).

This illustrates the municipality’s framing of private actors as strategic partners in its
urban regeneration agenda.

A similar narrative is echoed by a member of Mercato Centrale’s board, who
describes the company’s aim as ‘beautifying’ neglected spaces, such as the PalaFuksas,
and returning them to the public. Apparently in contrast with the narrative of
gentrification, the interviewee, drawing on a narrative of decline, presents Porta Palazzo
as in need of regeneration and as a ‘food desert without services’ before the opening
of Mercato Centrale. In this framing, Mercato Centrale is portrayed not merely as a
site of consumption, but as a ‘social hub’. Although the same interviewee claims that
it is inappropriate to associate Mercato Centrale with gentrification, she concedes
that ‘the moment you set up these services [like Mercato Centrale], the value of the
neighbourhood, T am talking about real estate here, goes up; it’s inevitable, in the sense
that you cannot avoid it’ (interview 30, 12 January 2024).

The municipality’s vision for the market, along with its support for new
commercial venues and the broader transformation of the Aurora neighbourhood
described in recent literature, exerts gentrification pressures on the market. However,
these pressures manifest themselves in uneven and subtle ways, often going unnoticed
by long-established market traders. This can partly be attributed to the fact that, unlike
in other cases discussed in the literature—such as Moore Street Market in Dublin

3 See https://www.torinocambia.it/interventi/mercato-di-porta-palazzo (accessed 6 December 2024).
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(Moore-Cherry and Bonnin, 2020)—there has been no increase in stall fees, nor are
there plans to displace the entire market.

In the section that follows I draw on interviews with traders and onsite
observations to provide new insights into how the square is socially used and how the
ongoing changes are perceived.

Voices from the square: traders’ perspectives

Piazza della Repubblica is especially active during market hours and is organized
along ethnic lines: fruit and vegetable stalls are mainly run by Maghrebi traders and
some long-established southern Italian stall holders, clothing and household goods are
primarily sold by Asian vendors, while the covered meat and bakery sections feature a
mix of southern Italian, Romanian, Latin American and Nigerian traders. By contrast, the
farmers’ market is dominated almost entirely by Piedmontese traders offering higher-
priced products. Consequently, the trader population is diverse and heterogeneous,
encompassing individuals of various nationalities and generations. Long-established
Italian traders continue to anchor several sections of the market, working alongside
more recent arrivals with a migrant background, many of whom have replaced older,
retired Italian vendors.

Each product sector elects a representative to the Market Commission. In Turin,
every market has a commission that is typically composed of two representatives—one
for food traders and one for non-food traders—elected by the traders themselves.
However, in Porta Palazzo, the number of representatives is higher owing to the market’s
size and diversity, and there is a representative for each sector. The Market Commission
also elects a coordinator from among its members to oversee all representatives and
mediate between the traders and the municipality. Moreover, the covered markets in
Porta Palazzo are organized as cooperatives, each with a president who serves as the
traders’ representative.

As my interviews and onsite observations revealed, the typical routines of market
traders—arriving early to set up stalls, remaining in one location to serve customers
and leaving in the early afternoon for cleaning—Ilimit their interactions mostly to
neighbouring stallholders and prevent them from gaining a broader understanding of
developments in the area. Consequently, their temporal and spatial engagement with the
surroundings is minimal and they remain embedded in their everyday micro-practices.

Traders are, thus, primarily focused on their individual business activities—an
orientation reinforced by their status as self-employed entrepreneurs, which fosters a
prevailing sense of competition. As a long-established trader explains:

We are all in competition with each other. So, everybody specializes in
something, then maybe that stall stands out for this or that. The relationship,
with the majority, is ... how should | say? You have to cooperate; however, there
is also some competition and conflict (interview 3, 30 October 2023).

This detachment from the area—further reinforced by the fact that almost none of the
traders reside nearby—as well as from the market community as a whole contributes
to the traders’ partial awareness of the gentrification pressures described earlier in this
article. Furthermore, their institutional representation does not sufficiently contribute
to regular deliberations, the formation of unified views or collective organization within
the trader community. Consequently, most traders do not regard the recent shifts in
the commercial landscape—such as the opening of Mercato Centrale and the Combo
hostel—as particularly significant, despite the issue being widely discussed in the
literature. Instead, many traders perceive the market as generally declining, attributing
this to various factors.
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AN URBAN MARKETPLACE UNDER PRESSURE 13

Some long-established traders link the increasing presence of migrant vendors
and shoppers to the market’s decline, associating this demographic shift with perceived
lower quality of goods and a heightened sense of insecurity. A café owner with over
40years of experience remarks:

These people have ruined the market. It's not about racism ... Until 2005 it was
fine, then all the extracomunitari [people from outside the European Union]
came. Again, it is not about racism, but if you look at the stalls, from here to
there, they all look the same. They have all the same products ... How are all
these people who come in boats supposed to survive? They steal (interview 18,
10 October 2024).

Such statements reflect racially coded language and a broader anxiety about the market’s
loss of value and identity, often expressed through nostalgic references such as ‘It
used to be better’ or ‘In the golden days’. Such reflections also reveal a perceived social
boundary between ‘us’ and ‘them’ among some market traders and shopkeepers. In
practice, however, this divide is largely rhetorical: traders of different origins work
side by side, and white traders do not act against their non-white colleagues. While
some traders viewed the presence of migrants negatively, others described it neutrally
or even positively, highlighting the heterogeneity of the group of traders in how they
perceive changes in the market population. The coexistence of long-established Italian
and migrant traders is exemplified by the waitresses in the square, who serve coffee to
market workers of all nationalities.

Both long-established Italian and more recent non-Italian traders, many of
whom have migrant backgrounds, cater primarily to residents seeking affordable
everyday goods. On weekdays, the market mainly attracts older Italians and middle-
aged Maghrebi women, while on Saturdays it attracts a more diverse crowd, including
students and tourists. French visitors stand out, often arriving on organized bus tours
from nearby cities specifically to shop—a form of commercial tourism. Aside from the
French, tourists are not the primary clientele; they tend to browse rather than make
substantial purchases.

Unlike tourist-oriented markets such as La Boqueria or Borough Market, which
cater to on-the-go consumption by offering, for example, pre-cut fruit cups (Lindméie
and Madella, 2022), Porta Palazzo traders have adapted their offerings to the tastes and
needs of a diverse, low-income customer base. By contrast, there has been little effort
to attract a wealthier or tourist clientele, as demand from these groups remains low
and is not dominant in the market. Nevertheless, as noted earlier in this article, public
authorities have made efforts to turn the market into a more touristic place.

A second cited cause of decline is the rise of supermarkets across the city. These
have drastically reduced sales in the market, as one shopkeeper in the square observed:

Since the 1990s, with the opening of [supermarket chains] Citta Mercato and
then Auchan, people who used to come from neighbouring towns on Saturdays
started going to shopping centres instead. At first, they came to Porta Palazzo
three Saturdays a month and one to the mall. By the 2000s, that flipped—they
only came here once every three Saturdays (interview 23, 27 November 2023).

Even newer traders—those with less than 20 years of experience—share the view
that the market is in decline. However, they tend to attribute this to current economic
pressures, including inflation, reduced purchasing power of customers and increasing
poverty. These conditions have made trading harder and have contributed to a decrease
in the number of stalls.
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Finally, a recurrent theme across interviews is a perceived lack of institutional
support. Many traders express a sense of abandonment by municipal authorities, who
they regard as being more concerned with enforcement—such as monitoring stand
sizes, waste disposal and tax compliance—than with addressing the market’s structural
challenges. One respondent, the owner of a historical shop in the square, summed this
lack of support up as follows:

I honestly don’t know what role the city played in the square. Somehow it's hard
to imagine, as Porta Palazzo always gives the impression of being left to its own
devices anyway (interview 20, 17 October 2023).

This distrust has been exacerbated by the handling of upcoming renovations funded
through the PNRR. Several traders reported not being consulted about the nature of
these interventions. Concerns were voiced about the temporary relocation of stalls
during the renovations, while some traders questioned the necessity of the intervention
altogether, labelling it unnecessary or even counterproductive. Despite the traders
having elected representatives, many believe that they are neither genuinely involved
in decision-making processes nor adequately informed.

Interestingly, most interviewees did not mention the recent openings of Mercato
Centrale and the Combo hostel as significant factors of change. When specifically asked
about their impact, many respondents stated that these new establishments had little
effect on the square. Overall, Mercato Centrale and the Combo hostel are considered
as disconnected from the rest of Porta Palazzo, both in terms of pricing, which many
traders consider too high, and in their limited integration with the market’s daily life,
as they don’t bring new customers to the market. This sentiment is reflected in this
conversation with a long-established market trader:

Interviewee: So, in the end, they [Mercato Centrale and Combo] haven't really
brought any benefit to the market ... Let's say the Mercato Centrale feels a bit
out of place.

Researcher: What do you mean? In terms of what it offers?

Interviewee: Yeah, because it targets a type of clientele that's not the usual
crowd at Porta Palazzo market—and it doesn’t even bring a different kind

of crowd to the rest of the market. It's kind of on its own, just sitting there
(interview 7, 17 November 2023).

These newer, upscale establishments, such as Mercato Centrale and the Combo
hostel, attract a more affluent, international, mostly white clientele. However, onsite
observations indicate that Maghrebi people—traders or customers of the market—also
frequent both, often to have only a coffee. This was confirmed by a waitress working at
Mercato Centrale:

The Mercato Centrale is mainly visited by people from the market area, often
North Africans. During the week, it's the older residents, but a lot of the
Maghrebi community comes too (interview 29, 26 October 2023).

This continued use of Mercato Centrale reflects the inertia of the area Cenere and
Bourlessas (2022) describe.

Some traders expressed concerns that this use might negatively affect the
square’s image, particularly in the eyes of tourists; these reflect their broader anxieties

UONIPUOD pue SIS 1 8y} 89S *[9202/c0/c2] Uo AriqiTauiiuo A (1M ‘Ariqi Aisieaun eesddn Aq 22002 °22¢2-89v T/TTTT OT/I0P/W0S A8 | 1M AR1q 1 Ut |uo//:Sdny wouy pspeojumod ‘0 ‘£2vz8orT

Roim:

@5UBD17 SUOLILIOD SR8 3 |cealdde ay) Aq peusenob ae sap e YO ‘8sn Jo 3| 1oy A%eiq auljuO AS|IM UO (SUO N IPUOI-pUEe:



AN URBAN MARKETPLACE UNDER PRESSURE 15

about the market’s perceived decline in value and echoed the racialized discourse
mentioned earlier:

When they set up the tables outside in summer to beautify it, it fills up with
Maramau [derogatory term for Magrebi]; with a coffee they are there all
afternoon. As a tourist, if you see all these people sitting outside, you do not get
a good impression and you leave immediately (interview 18, 10 October 2023).

As is mentioned in some previous studies (see Bourlessas et al., 2022; Bolzoni and
Semi, 2023), both Mercato Centrale and the Combo hostel were the target of protests
owing to their potential social displacement and gentrification effects. In Combo’s case,
an employee at a shop in the square recalled that on one side of the Combo building:

There were shops, there was a kebab, a café, | can’t remember what else, and
they were basically bought, | don't think even in a very nice way. But that's
typical of people who have a lot of money and he bought, | repeat, he basically
bought the block’ (interview 21, 29 October 2023).

Similarly, the opening of Mercato Centrale forced a small group of long-established shoe
traders to move their stalls some metres away to accommodate the summer terrace,
leading to dissatisfaction and a feeling of powerlessness:

We tried to object; we had several meetings at the town hall, but it didn’t work.
Economically, it turned out to be a failure for us. But we're small compared to
them, and that's how life works (interview 14, 6 December 2023).

Finally, the closure of the fish market led to the displacement of the remaining five fish
traders operating within the building. These traders were subsequently relocated to
the other covered markets in the square. One of the displaced fishmongers emphasized
the challenges of organizing collective action among the traders, citing significant
fragmentation in interests and livelihoods:

Researcher: There isn't, among the traders, a kind of sense of unity or cohesion
that pushes them to make claims ...

Interviewee: No, no, absolutely not. If there has to be a strike, that is people,
not to discriminate again ... Bangladeshis who have stalls, Chinese who have
stalls ... they work morning, evening, day and night, and if they are asked to go
on a collective strike, they don't. If you want to fight, to win, you have to fight all
the traders together, right? If there has to be a protest or something like that ...
all this has to come from us merchants and maybe the municipality will give us
support, but instead, like this, support there is none. So, at this point, you take
the boat as it goes (interview 12, 1 December 2023).

A notable difficulty, therefore, is that traders struggle to organize collectively because
they lack engagement in the shared project and the group is fragmented, making them
unwilling to act in a coordinated manner. Similar challenges were observed and analysed
by Varanda (2005) in her study of the commercial transformation of a Portuguese city
centre.

Despite few attempts at protest and the negative feelings on the part of some
traders regarding the opening of Mercato Centrale and the Combo hostel, the term
‘regeneration’ emerged spontaneously in interviews when discussing the rise of the
new businesses, reflecting an ambivalent attitude towards changes in the area. For some,
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the arrival of Mercato Centrale and the Combo hostel was seen as contributing to the
regeneration of Porta Palazzo. According to some traders, the notion of regeneration
necessarily involves displacement, reshaping of the local population and rising property
prices. As one trader explains:

Regeneration means ... buildings. Obviously, you cannot regenerate people.
That, precisely, is a consequence of redeveloping the buildings; increasing
then the quality, the standards of a building, also increases the price and that
automatically excludes a certain segment of the population (interview 8, 18
November 2023).

Some interviewees express a desire for such regeneration, seeing it as a way to revitalize
the square and create new opportunities.

Only one interviewee, a shop employee, seemed to be critical towards the
transformation:

Sooner or later they will do what they call redevelopment: throw more and more
people out, poor people, and push them further and further to the margins ...

in my opinion there are people who are already doing that (interview 21, 29
October 2023).

However, many do not seem fully aware of the broader extent of the transformation
that has been under way or of its potential long-term consequences, such as potential
displacements of other groups of traders and the reshaping of the area’s property values,
which may lead to a shift in clientele. This partial understanding and the feeling that
Porta Palazzo may resist change is highlighted in the words of this market trader:

Porta Palazzo is basically very ‘Gattopardesque’, namely everything changes in
such a way that nothing changes; | mean, it's granitic, the situation [laughs], it's
not ... it's really ... difficult to change (interview 7, 17 November 2023).

Discussion and conclusion

Analysis of the transformation of Porta Palazzo—both from above and below—
shows that the market is subject to increasing and multiple, if often subtle and uneven,
forms of gentrification pressure. The use of the term ‘pressure’ is borrowed from
Marcuse’s (1985) notion of ‘displacement pressure’, which describes how gentrification
or disinvestment can create conditions that force residents or economic actors to
move away, not necessarily through direct displacement, but by altering the social and
economic environments in ways that undermine their long-term viability. In the case
of Porta Palazzo, such pressure relates to the municipality’s attempts to remodel the
market according to a vision centred on gentrified and tourist-oriented commercial
spaces. These interventions overlap with wider changes in the commercial landscape
of the area, also guided by private national chains such as Mercato Centrale and the
Combo hostel.

Nevertheless, these changes have not completely unfolded and have had little
visible impact, especially in the market: stall rents and product prices have not increased
significantly, and traders have not adapted their offerings to more affluent customers, as
there has been no substantial influx of wealthier clientele. Tourists still represent only
a minor share of the market’s clientele, and the majority of traders continue to cater to
a predominantly low-income and migrant customer base.

Only a few small groups of traders have directly experienced the effects of the
changing commercial landscape of the square, namely those displaced by the closure
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AN URBAN MARKETPLACE UNDER PRESSURE 17

of the fish market and the opening of Mercato Centrale and the Combo hostel. While
Cenere and Bourlessas (2022) argue that the displacement atmosphere emanating from
the new places of food consumption has not yet produced tangible effects, this study
reveals that displacements have indeed occurred. As other scholars have noted, there is
a risk that such displacements may be overlooked owing to lack of information and to
difficulty in measuring them—an issue frequently encountered in gentrification research
(Marcuse, 1985; Slater, 2006).

Furthermore, the low visibility of these evictions contributes, on the one hand,
to a sense of powerlessness of market traders vis-a-vis private companies, reinforcing
the asymmetry between large-scale commercial actors and individual traders. On the
other hand, it does not make most traders feel directly threatened or at risk, partly
because they do not act as a collective body but rather as self-employed entrepreneurs
in competition with one another.

In this article I argue, first, that long-established traders are only partially and
fragmentarily aware of ongoing gentrification pressures. This limited awareness stems
from traders’ limited perception of threat, weak collective organization and their spatial
and temporal disconnection from the square.

The traders’ disconnection is exacerbated by the municipality’s lack of
communication with them. This absence of transparency and inclusion reinforces a
sense of abandonment among vendors and deepens their exclusion from the decision-
making process. As a result, the top-down redevelopment and rebranding of the area
proceeds largely unchallenged, enabled by the traders’ political marginalization.

The nature of gentrification pressures also accounts for the partial awareness of
the traders and for their lack of organization. The pressures are characterized by what
Kern (2016) refers to as ‘slow violence’—a form of gradual, accumulative urban change
that displaces without visibility or immediacy. This gradual nature makes it harder to
recognize the pressures on certain groups, especially those who are embedded in the
context, such as the market traders.

Despite the difficulty of addressing these pressures, these have already led to
tangible outcomes that have become evident in economic exclusion: Mercato Centrale
and the Combo hostel are financially inaccessible to many traders. Although a board
member of Mercato Centrale frames the area as a ‘food desert’, the reality of Mercato
Centrale more closely resembles what Cohen (2018) calls a food mirage—an area where
high-quality products are available but financially unaffordable for the local population.
This aligns with Anguelovski’s (2015) concept of ‘food privilege’, which entails only
certain groups being able to enjoy exclusive access to better quality food.

Finally, my interviewees’ specific positionality—most are white and Italian—
influences their perception of the square, leading them to associate the arrival of non-
Italian traders with a perceived decline of the market and increased insecurity. As most
of the interviewees had worked in the market for more than 20 years, their narratives
are marked by nostalgia, which often romanticizes the past and makes immigrant traders
scapegoats for broader changes in the market. As Watson and Wells (2005) point out in
their study of a working-class market in London, resentment towards foreign traders is
often rooted in deeper experiences of economic and social vulnerability in a globalized
world—a pattern similarly observed among Italian traders at Porta Palazzo. Such
resentment manifests in a form of everyday racism (Essed, 1991), specifically through
what Boréus (2006) terms ‘discursive discrimination’, which captures the linguistic
strategies used to portray immigrant traders. According to Boréus’s typology, Italian
traders are primarily engaged in ‘negative other-representation’, portraying immigrant
vendors as detrimental to the market. Such a narrative illustrates that marketplaces
are not only sites of social interaction and diversity, but also arenas where racial and
class hierarchies are reproduced (Aptekar, 2019) and where various forms of social and
cultural boundary making are continuously negotiated (Jonsson et al., 2023).
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Secondly, I argue that traders tend to exhibit an ambivalent attitude towards
gentrification pressures. Traders’ expressions of discontent and their perceptions of the
market’s decline also inform their hope that the square’s regeneration and the arrival of
new businesses might bring them some benefits. Despite recent studies highlighting the
engagement of market traders in urban struggles against gentrification and displacement
(Gonzalez, 2018; Taylor, 2020), formal traders who do not perceive themselves as
directly threatened by these processes may sometimes benefit from neighbourhood
transformation, particularly if they can adapt their practices and products to new
clientele and afford the rising costs of licences and commercial spaces.

However, my research shows that recent openings in the market square have
gone largely unnoticed by traders, as these new businesses have not attracted many
additional customers to the market, at least for now. Therefore, the influx of high-
income visitors and tourists to the area is not necessarily or directly connected to the
market. The wealthier clientele does not substantially benefit traditional traders at the
moment, despite being an additional source of gentrification pressure. The new users
display different consumption habits from the traditional, lower-income clientele:
rather than shopping at the market, they engage with it as a site of leisure, consuming
experiences rather than products. Consequently, they tend to spend their money in the
newly opened businesses that form part of the ongoing retail gentrification process—
particularly on food consumed on site. Meanwhile, market traders continue to serve
low-income customers or lose them altogether owing to the current unfavourable
economic climate, which forces many to reduce their expenses.

The case of Porta Palazzo illuminates the ambiguous position of long-established
formal market traders within ongoing processes of retail gentrification. On the one hand,
traders articulate a sense of hope regarding the area’s regeneration, which they associate
with the recent openings of new commercial activities in the square. This hope stems
from their perception of the market’s decline and their partial awareness of the broader
commercial transformation unfolding around them, coupled with a limited perception
of the direct threats linked to retail gentrification. On the other hand, traders remain
largely excluded from the benefits of these transformations. The new businesses are
economically inaccessible to them and have not succeeded in attracting a new customer
base to the market. Furthermore, the exclusion of traders from municipal decision
making reinforces their marginal role in the ongoing transformation. Having largely
retained their commercial practices and offerings, traders continue—even though
inadvertently—to cater to the low-income population that still frequents the market,
thereby occupying a liminal position between aspirations for urban renewal and the
persistence of existing social and economic dynamics.

Therefore, despite the potential for further displacement following the future
reopening of the fish market, Porta Palazzo market continues to represent a central
social resource for the city, as it provides affordable everyday goods to the elderly,
single women, students and migrants. Future research could explore whether, although
gentrification pressures make it a vulnerable and threatened place, the market itself
functions as a buffer against gentrification.

Moreover, to gain a more comprehensive understanding of how Porta Palazzo’s
transformation is affecting market users, future research could focus on illegal and
informal traders operating daily in the square, as they constitute key components of the
social reproduction of the urban working class.
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