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Real estate

Has development made the
coast a concrete cemetery?

Close to half a million unsold homes litter the
Mediterranean, once the country’s pride and joy

LLUfS PELLICER

ne big concrete cem-
etery: this is what
the Spanish coast
has become in the
wake of the real es-
tate boom. In the last decade,
city halls and developers flood-
ed the country’s shoreline, and
in particular the Mediterra-
nean, with complexes based on
single-family,  semi-detached
homes that have changed the
face of Spain’s main vacation
spots. Now they cite investors,
residential tourism and demo-
graphic growth as justification,
but there is still a surplus of
thousands of homes. The ques-
tion is simple: was there ever a
real demand for so many new
homes? And if so, did the devel-
opers adapt to the needs of po-
tential buyers?
At the end of 2008, there
were 997,652 unsold homes in
Spain, two-thirds of them al-

“Second residences
are the hardest hit;
it’s the first thing
you drop in a crisis”

It could take almost
five years to unload
all the apartments
built on the coast

ready completed. According to a
report from the Housing Minis-
try, 47.2 percent of these homes
— nearly half a million — were
in the Mediterranean provinces.
Now, with the crisis, it is going
to be virtually impossible for
them to be absorbed by a mar-
ket that was a sponge just a few
years ago.

“Second residences are the
hardest hit by the fall in sales.
It’s logical; that’s the first thing
people do without when money
is tight,” admits Pedro Pérez,
president of the lobby that repre-
sents the major real estate
firms. If between 350,000 and
400,000 housing units are sold
each year — a figure that now
looks optimistic — it could take
just over two years to find a buy-
er for all the homes that are cur-
rently listed. This is the estima-
tion made by José Garcia Mon-
talvo, a professor of applied eco-
nomics at Pompeu Fabra Univer-
sity: “In some regions, especially
those that are more spread-out
and on the coast, it will take
longer — around three years,”
he calculates.

Few dare to predict how the
market will evolve. If home
sales continue at the rate of
2007, when the real estate indus-
try was starting to crumble, it
would take just 1.3 years to un-
load all the flats on the coast.

Put on hold

Coastal towns are not the
only ones paying for the real
estate crisis. Big cities are al-
so suffering. Some develop-
ments are stranded because
the companies that were pro-
moting them are going bank-
rupt or because it would take
millions of euros to get them
built. At the same time, there
are more and more empty of-
fices.

According to the consult-
ing firm CB Richard Ellis, in
Madrid 1.07 million square
meters of office space — 9.29
percent of the total — are va-
cant, and in the next few
years, there will be 290,000
more.

In Barcelona, which has
only half as much office
space as the capital, the va-
cancy rate is similar: 8.39 per-
cent, or 434,000 square
meters. And there are new
projects in the works that
will put 182,000 more square
meters on the market — that
is, if they ever get built.

Developers are also post-
poning the construction of of-
fice buildings, in fear that
they won’t find occupants in
such lean times.

Other emblematic
projects have also been put
on hold in Barcelona. The
shopping center that real es-
tate developer Metrovacesa
had planned for the old Las
Arenas bullring, which
should have been finished at
the beginning of the year, is
incomplete, and starchitect
Jean Nouvel’s City Metropoli-
tana is also currently behind
schedule.

But if new home sales were to
continue at the rate registered
by the National Statistics Insti-
tute in the last six months, it
would take almost five years.

Even so, some already see an
upturn in sales. The vice-rector
of Barcelona University, Gonza-
lo Bernardos, says that the num-
ber of transactions in May and
June has been “surprising”
thanks to lower prices and rock-
bottom interest rates, which
have made housing as much as
40 to 50 percent cheaper in
some parts of the country. If we
take an intermediate scenario
as a reference, it will take
around three and a half years to
sell all the apartments on the
coast.

Today, the landscape looks
even more unsightly than when
it was full of cranes. Hundreds
of housing projects are at a
standstill on coastal towns in
Catalonia, the Balearic Islands,
the region of Valencia, Murcia
and Andalusia. This means
there are also half-empty neigh-

borhoods, places critics call
“ghost towns.”

In the last nine years, around
four million homes have been
built on the Spanish coast, ac-
cording to a 2009 report by
Greenpeace. This organization
cites dozens of projects that in-
vade areas that are either pro-
tected or have exceptional envi-
ronmental value, illegal con-
structions and developments
tied to corruption cases. Marbel-
la and the hotel built in EI Algar-
robico, inside Cabo de Gata Natu-
ral Park, are two symbols of the
years of rampant development.

But for Greenpeace’s coastal
spokeswoman, Pilar Marcos,
the El Algarrobico monstrosity
is just the tip of the iceberg of a
construction process that didn’t
take on board people’s actual
needs. “Land has been rezoned
for 20 million homes in Spain.
They were built senselessly. Pro-
moters estimated a demand of

“Promoters put
demand at 300,000
homes a year then
tripled that figure”

The main market
for new homes was
never considered:
immigrants

300,000 homes a year, but they
built three times that many.”
While an average of eight to 10
homes were built for every
1,000 inhabitants in the Europe-
an Union, 20 to 30 were erected
in this country.

The industry defends itself
by saying that it was only trying
to fulfill market needs. “For
years, there was a huge rise in
demand, which made us build a
lot. A development does not hap-
pen overnight — it takes around
24 months, so much of what we
see today was begun when the
demand was still up,” explains
Pedro Pérez.

It is true that the population
in these regions grew. One rea-
son is that many tourists decid-
ed to stay in a country with a
high quality of life. But the main
reason is the arrival of immi-
grants. And according to
Francesc Muiioz, the director of
the urban development observa-
tory at the Barcelona’s Auténo-
ma University, the homes built
were not designed with them in
mind. “An exclusive product
was built, far away from city
centers. Then a very young pop-
ulation without resources from
developing countries came, who
preferred old flats in the center.
The homes that are now half-
empty reflect the fact that many
of them were built without

Second residences are the
sector worst hit by the
housing slump. Here
Moragues cove in Andratx,
Mallorca. / ToLO RAMON

thinking about the market.”
Even so, immigrants and
young people made it possible
for many to sell their homes in
the center of town and move to
a home with a garden on the
outskirts. This process, along
with the tourists who decided to
establish their residence here,
encouraged investors. “They
bought real estate, especially in
the region of Valencia, the Bale-
aric Islands and Murcia. Many
were small investors who
bought a package of homes and
resold them, capitalizing on the
fact that housing prices were ris-
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ing fast. But all this collapsed in
2007. Many stopped buying and
others gave up the deposit they
had put down because they
couldn’t afford the price or be-
cause they didn’t see any poten-
tial buyers,” says the economist
and former Catalan housing sec-
retary Ricard Fernandez.

Pedro Pérez admits there
have been excesses, but he also
points out that without “the en-
thusiastic cooperation” of city
halls, far fewer homes would
have been built. Many cities
counted on loans and income
from construction permits to cov-
er expenses. And they focused
their energy on major develop-
ments that are now unattractive,
like El Francaset, in the coastal
town of Roda de Bara, Tarragona
province. This town of 6,000 in-
habitants planned a residential
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Small investors
stopped buying;
others gave up
deposits put down

Town halls counted
on income from
building permits

to cover expenses

area with around one thousand
homes where between 4,000
and 5,000 people were supposed
to live. The crisis has brought the
project to a standstill.

The mayor of Roda de Bara,
Mayte Huerta, says that con-
struction has not stopped, but it

has slowed down a great deal:
“Projects that were started will
be completed, some of which
are still only half complete. But
there are many that never got
started in the first place, leaving
vacant lots full of weeds.” Some
developers, adds Mayor Huerta,
are trying to get their housing
projects reclassified as subsi-
dized, while there are blocks
that are still not fully occupied.
The development is full of
streets with asphalt, sidewalks
and lampposts — but no homes.

Now town hall has to provide
services not only to the 6,000
people already living there and
summer vacationers, but also to
the new development, even
though it’s half empty. But it
can’t afford to do so because it is
in debt, especially due to the fall
in income from construction per-

Tourist towns such
as Benidorm are
surprisingly turning
out to be sustainable

“If we don’t learn
from this crisis,
we deserve to be
punished”

mits. “In 2006 we collected €1.7
million from building permits.
So far this year, we’ve only got
between €10,000 and €20,000,”
says Huerta. This is why the gov-
ernment presented, in vain, a re-
structuring plan that aimed to
lay off 30 municipal workers,

who were to have been rehired
by outside contractors.

Construction fever  has
stripped many towns of their
charm and has shattered the ide-
al of the compact Mediterra-
nean town. “Single-family and
semi-detached homes were
thought to be the sustainable
thing, because they seemed to af-
fect the landscape less. But these
developments needed transpor-
tation, communication and sani-
tation infrastructures that have
eaten up the coast,” says Carlos
Goémez, a professor at Valencia’s
Florida Universitaria.

Francesc Mufioz adds that,
on the Catalan coast — the least
affected by protection plans, be-
cause it already had its boom
back in the 1980s — between 80
and 90 percent of all homes
built in recent years have been

Basque threat

A. U, Bilbao

Eighty percent of all protected
natural areas on the Basque
coast are in danger, due to sever-
al urban development projects,
infrastructures and pollution,
according to the latest Green-
peace report on the situation of
Spanish coasts. “One harbor,
1,687 homes, four industrial
parks and a golf course are
planned on what is supposed to
be a protected natural area,”
warns the document.

According to this national
study, which the environmental
organization updates every
year, only 14.2 percent of the
Basque coast is protected, mak-
ing it the most vulnerable in the
country. Eight out of 10 spaces
analyzed in the report are at
risk.

One of the most vulnerable
spots is the Urdaibai estuary, a
wetland area in Vizcaya prov-
ince that receives contaminated
water from 18 dumping points
where there are plans to build
several industrial parks. Anoth-
er threat identified by Green-
peace is the planned “destruc-
tion” of a large part of the moun-
tains and cliffs of Jaizkibel to
build the port of Pasaia, a
project the organization sees as
“unnecessary.” Other endan-
gered areas in Vizcaya include
the tidal inlet of Barbadun, San
Juan de Gaztelugatxe and the
Artibai River. On the coast of
Guiptzcoa province the report
cites the estuary of Urola, Inur-
ritza and Ulia.

According to Greenpeace, hu-
man activity is currently caus-
ing worrisome effects due to
the consumption of land and wa-
ter and the generation of waste.
“The Sectoral Territorial Plan
for Calcareous Arid regions
alone, which envisages 131 new
quarries, threatens 78 percent
of all natural parkland in the
Basque Country,” the report
reads.

In defense of her region’s de-
velopment policies, Basque envi-
ronment chief Pilar Unzalu said
at a recent meeting in Madrid
that the Hydrological Plan for
Internal Basins, which will be
fully implemented by the end of
the year, will allow the Basque
Country to comply with the
2005 directive on waters.

single-family constructions. In
contrast, oft-criticized tourist
towns such as Lloret de Mar, Be-
nidorm and Fuengirola, are
proving to be surprisingly sus-
tainable. In summer, they may
seethe with thousands of visi-
tors, but this population is con-
centrated in one place and con-
sumes fewer resources.

So should all this develop-
ment be stopped during a reces-
sion? “In some areas it should.
But there are others that should
be developed, to fix certain mess-
es: urban areas with develop-
ments far apart from each other
where all the pieces need to be
connected,” is Mufoz’s view.
But the crisis has definitely
taught developers a few lessons
for the future. “If we don’t learn
from them, we deserve to be
punished,” says Pérez.



