UK holidaymakers uneasy as anti-tourism protests escalate in Spain
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Rising Anti-Tourism Protests Cause Unease Among UK Holidaymakers
UK holidaymakers are increasingly apprehensive about anti-tourism protests in Spain, a trend highlighted by Steve Heapy, CEO of Jet2, during a recent event at the Spanish embassy in London. Heapy noted a growing perception that overseas visitors are unwelcome in popular Spanish destinations, with some potential travellers contacting Jet2’s call centre with concerns about safety and hospitality in the resorts.
The protests have been marked by striking banners with messages like “tourists go home,” underscoring local discontent surrounding mass tourism. These demonstrations have predominantly focused on the rising impact of tourism on housing costs, particularly in urban areas such as Barcelona, Palma de Mallorca, and Santa Cruz. Protests in these cities have featured residents using water pistols to express their frustrations—an incident that drew significant media coverage and backlash from the Spanish tourism minister, who defended the country's welcoming tradition.
Heapy attributed part of the unrest to the rise of unlicensed tourism, particularly through platforms like Airbnb. He argues that this form of accommodation contributes to local housing shortages and undermines safety standards, stating that "unlicensed tourism needs to be controlled." He suggested imposing severe fines on hosts who fail to obtain necessary licenses and pay tourist taxes, advocating for a coherent regulatory framework to manage short-term rentals.
The situation has provoked a response from the Spanish authorities. Manuel Butler, director of the Spanish Tourist Office in London, insisted on the need to differentiate between local tensions and the overall positive sentiment towards tourism across Spain. He noted that while protests occur in some locales, the majority of the country continues to actively embrace visitors. He highlighted the efforts taken by the Spanish government, such as implementing tourism taxes and legislation aimed at regulating short-term rentals, as steps toward addressing the concerns of residents.
Spain, which significantly relies on tourism as a key component of its economy—accounting for approximately 12-13% of its GDP—welcomes over 18 million UK visitors annually, making it the most popular destination for British tourists. However, the country faces the challenge of balancing economic benefits with the needs and concerns of local populations. The rise in anti-tourism sentiment is not unique to Spain; cities across Europe, including Venice and Amsterdam, are grappling with similar issues. 
In the Canary Islands, for example, protests erupted recently, with residents demanding that local authorities impose limits on tourist arrivals. Organised predominantly by environmental groups, these demonstrations reflect a broader concern over the strain mass tourism places on housing and ecological resources. With nearly 14 million tourists visiting the region last year, the implications for local infrastructure and community resources are substantial.
As local governments explore solutions to these challenges, there is a growing recognition that tourism must be managed sustainably. Measures being discussed include bans on tourist rentals in residential buildings, increased tourist taxes, and strategies for promoting high-quality, environmentally conscious tourism. 
In this evolving landscape, the dialogue surrounding tourism in Spain serves as a poignant reminder of the need for collaboration between local communities and the tourism industry. The ongoing protests underscore a critical moment in the relationship between holidaymakers and residents, highlighting the necessity for thoughtful planning and regulation to ensure that the vibrancy of tourism does not come at the expense of local livelihoods and community stability.
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