British holidaymakers face summer disruptions amid Spain's housing crisis
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Millions of British holidaymakers could face significant disruptions this summer as tensions escalate in Spain surrounding tourism and a burgeoning housing crisis. A protest organiser known only as "Lucas" expressed grave concerns during a recent interview with The Mirror about the potential actions of demonstrators, prompting fears that radical groups might obstruct airports and popular tourist spots. Lucas articulated a sentiment that has been festering among locals, revealing, "The general mood is one of growing frustration, indignation, and despair." Increasingly, residents feel as though they are being divested of their rights and their homes due to a rampant tourism model.
This past weekend saw a striking demonstration of these frustrations, with hundreds of thousands of Spaniards rallying across 40 cities, including Madrid, Barcelona, and Palma. The protests were spearheaded by housing activists and supported by major trade unions, protesting against soaring rents and a severe lack of affordable housing. Notably, average rents in Spain have doubled over the last decade, with house prices skyrocketing by more than 44% since 2020, resulting in a shrinking availability of rental homes.
In Madrid, the local tenants' union reported over 150,000 participants marching through the city. Protesters called for action against short-term rentals, chanting phrases such as "Get Airbnb out of our neighbourhoods." Meanwhile, in Palma, placards reading "Mallorca is not for sale" reflected the escalating anti-tourist sentiment linked to tourism's detrimental effects on local communities. Spain's heavy reliance on tourism — attracting 94 million visitors last year, including 17.5 million from the UK — adds a complex layer to the ongoing unrest.
Local governments have begun implementing measures against short-term rentals. For instance, Barcelona authorities have announced intentions to eliminate the city’s 10,000 short-term rental licenses by 2028. Despite these initiatives, Lucas contended that progress is faltering. "Unfortunately, the situation has not improved significantly since last summer," he stated. Many families continue to face difficulties in securing housing as prices remain prohibitive.
Echoing these sentiments, Javier Barbero, a leader in the Banc de Temps collective in Mallorca, emphasised the need for a sustainable tourism strategy that balances visitor interest with local living standards. He stated, "In Mallorca, we have welcomed and will continue to welcome tourists... although it is true that we need a new tourism market model that is more sustainable for the environment and for the people of Mallorca."
The rise in anti-tourist rhetoric has not gone unnoticed, with incidents recorded earlier this year where signs threatening violence against tourists appeared, highlighting the extent of local resentment. Additionally, locations such as Ibiza have seen physical barriers erected to discourage tourist encroachment, stirring frustration among residents feeling overwhelmed by visitors.
As summer approaches, Lucas warned that protests may intensify if the issues remain unresolved. He indicated that demonstrations could evolve beyond traditional forms, citing a likelihood of "a diversification of the forms of protest this summer," aimed at raising awareness and exerting pressure on governing bodies. 
Daniel Arenas, president of the Balearic National and International Real Estate Association (ABINI), has echoed concerns regarding the housing crisis, suggesting that Majorca risks becoming like Venice if solutions are not implemented promptly. He pointed out that excessive legislation hampers the construction of new homes, thus exacerbating a market where many families are often spending over 40% of their income on accommodation, further deepening the urgency for reform.
In light of these developments, the prospect of summer holidays in Spain appears marked by significant potential for discontent as locals strive for better housing rights amidst a thriving tourist economy.
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