Canary Islands face summer tourism slump amid escalating local protests
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Amidst soaring tensions and widespread discontent, the Canary Islands—a beloved destination for tourists—are grappling with a potential tourism crisis this summer. Reports indicate a significant downturn in hotel bookings, a stark contrast to the record numbers that flocked to the islands last year. In 2023, approximately 6.2 million international visitors were captivated by Tenerife's warm climate, stunning beaches, and vibrant attractions, including its renowned water parks. However, this surge has sparked a fierce backlash from locals, who argue that the burgeoning tourism industry is wreaking havoc on their lives and environment.
As concerns mount regarding affordability and sustainability, many island residents feel increasingly priced out of their communities. The rapid escalation of holiday rentals has exacerbated the housing crisis, with locals lamenting not just inflated prices but also the loss of their cultural identity and lifestyle. Activists have pointed to the deeply uneven benefits of tourism, which, while accounting for a staggering 35% of the archipelago's GDP, has led to rising living costs and overstretched public resources.
In April 2024, tens of thousands of demonstrators rallied across the Canary Islands, introducing demands for a systematic overhaul of the tourism model. The protests were sparked by frustrations over the overwhelming impact of mass tourism on local life, calling for strict limits on visitor numbers and an end to unchecked development. Organisers, including various environmental groups, emphasised that their campaign is not against tourism per se, but rather a plea for a sustainable approach that prioritises local communities and the protection of natural resources.
Highlighting the violent turn of the protests, a disconcerting sign stating “Kill A Tourist” was encountered in Tenerife, underscoring the escalating animosity and desperation amongst some locals. Demonstrations have led to incidents such as rental cars being set ablaze, signalling a stark warning from residents about their dwindling patience. As Pedro Aldonso, president of a local business association, aptly noted, “every small collapse has an echo in trust.” His remarks reflect the critical link between local sentiment and the broader confidence necessary for a thriving tourism economy.
While the latter part of the year saw some growth in foreign visits—with a reported 775,205 tourists arriving in January 2024, marking a 3.05% increase from the previous January—this initial resilience now appears fragile. Increasingly, holidaymakers seem to be heeding local calls for change. Those within the tourism sector, alarmed by the booking slump for the summer ahead, advocate for renewed dialogue and a collective move towards sustainable tourism practices.
The situation in the Canary Islands is not unique; rising anti-tourist sentiment has become a common theme in various parts of Europe, from Barcelona to Venice. Recent protests across Spain reflect an urgent need for balance between economic prosperity driven by tourism and the intrinsic rights of residents to live affordably and sustainably. Furthermore, countries such as Turkey are poised to benefit from the discontent in Spain, anticipating record tourist numbers as travellers seek alternative sunny destinations.
As the summer looms, the Canary Islands stand at a crossroads. The beauty and allure that once made them a favourite among tourists are clashing with local realities that demand urgent attention. The conversations surrounding sustainable tourism will likely define not only the fate of the islands but also serve as a bellwether for other popular tourist locales facing similar dilemmas of balancing growth with sustainability and local well-being.
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