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Three years ago, Juan Antonio
Ramírez, a real estate agent in
Huelva, would regularly have
lines of people outside his agen-
cy eager to buy a beachfront
apartment. With the onset of
the economic crisis, the lines
have gone and Ramírez no long-
er sells three properties a week.
But the effects of that home-buy-
ing and construction frenzy are
still visible along Huelva’s once-
pristine coastline.

In the six years between
2000 and 2006, urban develop-
ment within the first two kilo-
meters of the southern Atlantic
province’s coast increased by
48.1 percent. It was not, howev-
er, the worst offender, accord-
ing to satellite images of the
Spanish coast taken by the Euro-
pean Environment Agency.
That title goes to Valencia,
where urban sprawl increased
by 53.1 percent. In just six
years, concrete was blighting
one out of every 10 previously
untouched kilometers of Valen-
cia’s coastline. In the neighbor-
ing province of Alicante and in
the Andalusian province of Mál-
aga, home to the Costa del Sol,
more than half of the first two
kilometers of coast are under
concrete. In Barcelona, just 32
percent of the coastline re-
mains undeveloped. Across
Spain, coastal urban sprawl has
increased by 22 percent in just
six years.

“Society got drunk on ce-
ment,” says Juan Manuel Bar-
ragán, who teaches coastal man-
agement at the University of
Cádiz. “In a few years when we
look back and see what we have
done to the coast, we will real-

ize that it was madness. A few
people have made a lot of mon-
ey at the expense of our com-
mon heritage.”

Barragán argues that be-
cause of the overdevelopment,
the coast has lost much of its
value as an income generator
for Spain, whose beaches have
traditionally been the main at-

traction for eight out of 10 tour-
ists.

“The coast has lost value.
Tourists don’t come in search of
cement — they have that in Düs-
seldorf. They want well-kept
beaches and there are fewer of
those left,” he says.

However, when tourists
started to leave the urban
sprawl of the Mediterranean be-
hind and went in search of pris-
tine beaches on Spain’s Atlantic
coast, the developers followed
close behind. Many of them
were willing to break the law
for a quick sale.

“There are 50,000 illegal
properties in 17 coastal munici-

palities in the province of Cádiz.
That doesn’t happen anywhere
else in Europe,” Barragán
notes.

Even Spain’s northern Atlan-
tic coast, with its chillier wa-
ters, did not escape the building
boom. The “Mediterraneaniza-
tion of the Atlantic” had begun,
says Pilar Marcos, a Green-
peace spokeswoman.

The economic crisis has para-
lyzed many projects along
Spain’s Mediterranean and At-
lantic coasts, though they re-
main on developer’s books. Con-
servationists fear that once the
current economic crisis abates,
the bulldozers will be back.

The architectural hangover after an
entire nation got drunk on cement
Over-development of Spain’s beaches has seen them lose their appeal for tourists

“We got married reciting the
fatiha, and this is our story of
love.” The red banner headline
splashes across the front page of
the magazine Al Michaal, of Cas-
ablanca, over a photo of two
men with their faces blurred.

Inside, a Moroccan homosex-
ual couple tells of their wedding,
which, like that of many other
poor people in the North African
kingdom, begins by reciting the
prayer that precedes the read-
ing of the Koran. Even among
heterosexuals such betrothal rit-
uals lack legal validity, though
they are very common.

Though Al Michaal sells only
about 6,000 copies, the cover
was too much for the Moroccan
authorities, who had already
been irritated by several maga-
zine articles of late. The big-sell-
ing weekly Tel Quel, for exam-

ple, interviewed Samir Barga-
chi, a Moroccan who resides in
Spain, from where he promotes
the activities of KifKif (equal-to-
equal), a gay support organiza-
tion which began after the ar-
rest of 43 homosexuals at a birth-
day party in Tétouan in 2004.

Last weekend the Moroccan
Interior Ministry released a
communiqué noting “the exist-
ence of voices in the news me-
dia that attempt to defend undig-
nified conduct, constituting a
provocation to national public
opinion and which do not take
into account the moral and doc-
trinal values of our society.” The
Ministry also announced its
“firm determination to control,
within the framework of the
law, all behavior contrary to our
religious and moral values.”

Homosexuality is punishable
by six months to three years im-
prisonment in Morocco, though

sentences are rare. The police oc-
casionally arrest gays, apparently
to intimidate them. This month
they put seven checkpoints at en-
trances to the popular religious
fair of Sidi Ali Ben Hamdouch,
near Meknes, stopping individu-
als of “homosexual appearance,”
according to KifKif. A total of 25
people were arrested and kept in
a nearby schoolground while the
fair was going on.

While some publications are
friendly to gays, the bulk of the
Moroccan press calls for a tough
line on “perverts.” The most vir-
ulent are the dailies Attajdid,
connected to the Justice and De-
velopment Party, of Islamist ori-
entation, and Al Massae, the dai-
ly with the largest circulation.

The Spanish ambassador in
Rabat, Luis Planas, sparked con-
troversy when he had his photo-
graph taken with Samir Barga-
chi and Paco Ramírez, the secre-

tary of Colegas, a Spanish gay
and lesbian association. Both re-
cently made a tour of Morocco
“to try and promote the evolu-
tion of mentalities,” but the
meeting at the Spanish Embassy
was attacked in Al Massae as
“unacceptable meddling,” while

the daily Le Soir,
owned by the
same company,
called it “Span-
ish interfer-
ence.”

No photos
Spanish photo-
journalist Rafael
Marchante has
been barred
from working in
Morocco, after
the Communica-
tions Ministry
announced this
month that the
Reuters photog-
rapher would
not get his per-
mit renewed.
Marchante, who
has taken photo-
graphs of a dem-

onstration by unemployed grad-
uates being broken up by a po-
lice baton charge and of sub-Sa-
haran immigrants hiding out in
the forest near the border with
Ceuta, has been described as a
“political adversary” by the Com-
munications Ministry.
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Auken singles out the the "en-
demic corruption" that the
Spanish real estate market
suffers from and questions
the way in which developers
obtain building rights from
local councils and regional
governments. “Excessive pow-
ers [are] often given to town
planners and property devel-
opers by certain local authori-
ties,” the report states.

Under the land grab laws,
hundreds of residents of coast-
al areas of Valencia were
threatened with having their
homes bulldozed to make way
for larger developments and
were offered compensation at
below market values. Auken
found that those home own-
ers seeking redress through
the courts faced an “outra-
geously slow” legal system.

“MEPs take the view that
persons who ‘in good faith’
have bought property in
Spain, which has been de-
clared illegal, should have the
right to appropriate compen-
sation through the Spanish
courts,” the Parliament said in
a statement. Officials in the
Popular Party-governed Valen-
cia region, the source of most
of the complaints, accused
Auken of producing a “totally
intolerable” and “politicized”
report that shows “a clear lack
of understanding of Spanish
law… from property rights rec-
ognized in the Constitution to
the laws of the autonomous re-
gions.”

José Manuel García-Mar-
gallo, a PP MEP, blamed the
approval of the report on the
Socialist Spanish govern-
ment’s foreign and European
policy lapses. “It makes Spain
look like a banana republic,”
García-Margallo claimed.

Magazine furor in Morocco — still
a forbidden zone for homosexuals

Report makes
Spain “look
like a banana
republic”
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The controversial cover of Al Michaal magazine.

Coastal areas such as Xilxes (above), in the Valencia region, are drowning in a sea of cement. / carles francesc
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“When we look at
what we have done
to the coast, we will
see it was madness”


