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Tell us about yourself and your participation in this project.

I’m Diego; I’m part of the activist movement for victims of the mortgage 
crisis. I’m a victim myself, and I’m also fighting for my right to a home in a 
bad bank’s block. The bad bank is “the Spanish bad bank”, like in England, 
like in Ireland; a bad bank was created with the bailout in 2012, and we’re 
recovering, occupying houses that the bad bank owns in order to fight for 
leases. That’s one part of what’s done in the platform, which is a general 
movement for housing rights and against the lifelong debts that people are 
held responsible for when they lose their homes here in the Spanish state. 

What is La PAH, how did it come about and what social 
realities are inscribed into this platform?

Well, the platform for victims of mortgages is a nationwide organization, 
in other words, in all of Spain. Its acronym, PAH, stands for “Plataforma 
de Afectados por la Hipoteca,” or “Platform for Victims of Mortgages,” 
which began in 2009,  one year after the international crisis came to 
Spain, the crisis that began in the United States in 2007 when the 
subprime junk mortgage bubble burst. Here, the crisis came in 2008 
and it was initially created because of the problem of homeowners 
with lifelong debts to the bank to acquire housing. For viewers in the 
United States, you have to understand that Spain doesn’t have the same 
regulations as the Anglo-Saxon world. Here, if you hold a debt with the 
bank, if you turn over your house you aren’t relieved of the debt; it’s 
different from what happens in the United States and in England as 
well. Here, you lose the house and you’re left with the debt. These are 
lifelong debts that can be 200,000 or 300,000 euros. And, apart from 
this still-burning fire of mortgaged homes, that fire has spread to other 
areas of housing, like rental properties. There’s the serious crisis going on 
now that went on during the first quarter of 2017 as well. The number 
of evictions had gone down but it’s rising again, on a nationwide level, 
for rental properties specifically. And this is happening fundamentally 
in Madrid and Barcelona. So it’s true that the problem has shifted, and 
the public face of the problem has moved to the other sphere of rental 
properties. And in the midst of this there are many more households in 
very atypical situations, like occupation, for example, or as tenants not 
recognized legally but that entered as tenants. They have entered with a 
key and with permission, not kicking down the door; they’re not squatters; 
they’re not “ocupas,” “occupiers,” as we call them here. But they’re still 
considered squatters. So all this reality that has been expanding and 
becoming more complex is kind of what La PAH is dealing with right now. 

What is La PAH inspired by and who is it for?

For a foreign audience, so they understand: La PAH has a lot to do with 
community movements in the United States. In fact, we’ve been inspired 
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by them. It’s a tradition that did not exist in Spain, the tradition of community, 
neighborhood organizations. Here, there has traditionally been more importance 
placed on the worker’s movement or of certain neighborhood movements twenty, 
thirty, or forty years ago, but currently that’s in ruins, so it’s had to kind of start from 
zero. La PAH also has a lot to do with organizing in neighborhoods, from public 
places where people meet: churches, markets, parlors, centers where people go to 
fill out their papers. La PAH spreads from person to person at these places. So that’s 
something that we’ve learned from many grassroots movements based in the United 
States, learning to understand who the leaders were in those communities. So what 
La PAH does is really related to that because it organizes a multicultural sector, and 
that’s also very new in Spain. Spain is a country that was beginning to have significant 
increases in immigration in the period just prior to when the crisis began and the 
housing bubble burst. Only since the year 2000, mostly people from Latin America, 
but also those from Eastern Europe and Northern Africa, including from the countries 
of black Africa, started coming. Immigrants started to constitute an important part of 
the population in the working-class neighborhoods. So beginning in 2000, really, that 
population began to be a statistically significant part of Spain’s population. Spain’s 
growing economy experienced five or six years of adaptation, and then immediately 
became an economy in absolute crisis. So that’s the reality that’s been experienced 
in Spain for ten years. This situation has to be explained because it has nothing in 
common with that of the United States. The United States has been a multicultural 
country since, since its foundation practically. In Spain, multiculturalism existed, but it’s 
completely obscured, including...well, you all know the history of the expulsion of entire 
communities to force them to convert to Catholicism, that’s obscured historically, right? 
So when really this new multiculturalism arrives and it’s obvious, you can’t ignore it 
after 2000. La PAH began organizing in 2008 based on that reality, and that’s what 
began to come together. Although Spanish families also found themselves indebted, 
those who bore the brunt of the problem and were left without any option are the 
immigrant families. It’s not that the immigrant families get themselves indebted more 
or had been more imprudent than the Spanish families. The Spanish families acted the 
same. The difference is that the immigrant families were in a weaker position because 
they didn’t have support networks here. If you’re left without a house, and you can’t 
go to your in-law’s house because they’re in Ecuador or Bolivia, you don’t have any 
option other than joining other people that are in your situation. This began to be 
a part of La PAH. So part of the work of La PAH is to organize in response to this. 

What relationship does La PAH have with 15M?

La PAH was created in 2009, but it expanded in 2011 during the citizen response 
that made up the movement the press called “Los Indignados,” “The outraged,” but 
that called itself 15M because it started on May 15, 2011. So, although La PAH existed 
before, when it grew to the statewide level along with the 15M, it expanded through 
one of the platform’s campaigns, the campaign “Stop Desahucios,” “Stop Evictions,” 
against evictions in these kinds of homes with lifelong debts. That campaign was the 
one that made La PAH more popular, and connecting with a movement that was 
based on an assembly, La PAH acquired a form that was radically assembly-minded 
and democratic. If the 15M hadn’t existed, surely it wouldn’t have been like that. 

What discourse does La PAH advocate?

There isn’t a very extensively delineated discourse in La PAH. There’s a general 
discourse on rights; we’re human beings, and we have a right to a roof over our heads. 
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It doesn’t go much beyond that. So anything else has to do with academic conceptions, 
you have to investigate, you have to ask questions, and you have to produce them. In 
La PAH there isn’t a lot of time for that. So, it’s more practice that defines our work; 
within practice, it’s true that ideally everyone would fit in, but there are disagreements. 
Within La PAH, many people coexist who get along better with some than others; 
above all in the last two or three years we’ve noticed certain problems. For example, 
in my case of La PAH in Vallecas (which is a historically working-class neighborhood of 
Madrid), certain barriers are opened between people; there’s no need to idealize, and 
it’s true that not everyone joins together flawlessly, the Morrocans with the Spaniards. In 
theory, it’s like that, but in practice, well… even so, it continues to be a common house, 
as they say. Common house isn’t the word, but it’s a kind of common site, that’s what 
it is. It’s understood that there’s the idea of mutual support, I mean in an ideal sense.

How does the Spanish constitution include the right to housing?

The Spanish Constitution of 1978 includes a series of fundamental rights like the right 
to housing and the right to a job. What happens is that they’re included in a section 
that was never ratified, they were not rights that were really protected under the 
Constitution. Yes, the right to property was protected, but the right to housing was not. 
It’s like a second class right. So, there’s always that contradiction when we’re saying 
that the right to housing in the Spanish State isn’t fulfilled, but we really know that it’s 
not a real right. In the Constitution itself, it’s formally a right at the second or third level 
of priority. There are other rights that come first, such as property and then more basic 
rights such as the right to physical integrity, which of course are fundamental rights.

Can you tell us about Spanish mortgage law?

The mortgage law in the Spanish state is a law that was created in order to 
protect principally the borrower, the bank, in the case the bank of Spain. So what 
it ensures is that guarantee of the loan, the house itself, is retained by the bank 
with the outstanding balance, but beyond that you still owe the debt to the 
bank for life. There is a specific procedure and a special procedure in the courts 
in order to proceed to the eviction that’s in accordance with this mortgage law. 
And it includes a series of clauses which are the ones we’ve been getting to 
know with the passage of time and that, right now, today, are declared illegal 
by the European Union, but it’s taking time for these standards to arrive here in 
the Spanish state. The judicial area of the European Union has already said that 
they’re illegal, but until that’s adopted by the courts here, it may take some time.

Why has the decision of the European tribunal still not taken effect?

Because there’s a very strong oligarchic bloc in Spain that’s structured around banking 
and the financial sector and it must be explained that the Spanish specialization in 
globalization has been in the tourism and real estate sectors, which are sectors that 
are regulated and encouraged by the government and are very protected. The issue 
isn’t so much deregulation as a regulation in favor of the wealthy. This is a global 
trend, and in Spain it means that the stronger sectors, finance and real estate, are the 
ones that are protected under these terms. That is to say, evicting people is hugely 
advantageous for them, because they get to keep the debt, and they can hold that 
debt and continue to collect interest on it even if they’ve sold the debt, like in the 
subprime mortgage crisis, because the banks no longer retain the debt but rather 
have placed it in markets...they can still reclaim it. A completely atypical thing, I mean, 
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the phenomenon isn’t atypical (this is how the crisis began in 2007, the subprime 
mortgage crisis), but here the bank that gave the mortgage, although it has already 
placed the debt elsewhere, still can charge and evict that person and say, “I’m the 
owner of this house.” That, we think, is really an anomaly, at least at the European level.

What are some of the difficulties that La PAH faces? 

Right now the difficulty… there are many, I mean, we don’t have them itemized. We 
face many at once. There is a new economic cycle that has to do with what we said at 
the beginning about renting, about transferring the same problem that’s in developed 
economies, in the metropolis, since the 70s. It has to do with financialization, it’s the 
same problem. The press focuses on it as if it were something different every time 
because that’s how they sell news. But no, it’s the same problem of financialization. 
Housing is a financialized commodity. In Spain, that has gone through different 
stages. With the crisis, when the problem of credit emerged, and the problem of the 
economic slowdown, well, the problem affects people who are a bit higher up the 
social strata. It’s people that you can say are middle-class. And now, this issue has 
returned to affect the people who it had always affected, but in the specific niche of 
rents, it continues to affect the middle class; I mean, there’s still a very strong crisis 
of the middle class in Spain. So, with this change, La PAH isn’t working to make that 
problem more visible, especially from the younger generations. In La PAH, there’s very 
little presence of young people with a university education. That’s a problem, I’m not 
saying that this is La PAH’s problem, but that’s a problem. A visibility problem. We are 
in a situation of undercapitalization at the movement; in emergencies, we aren’t able 
to aid all of the evicted people. It is true that now in the consultancies many people 
arrive with the eviction from a rental property, which are the majority of evictions that 
happen. Yes, there are young families who are being evicted. But they’re families of the 
working class, a social sector that in Spain has been very invisible since the Transition.

Our society is mainly composed of middle class individuals and here it’s been agreed 
that society’s problems are the problems of the middle class. So of course, young 
people come to La PAH. In my La PAH of Vallecas, many of those who have been 
evicted in the last two months, because we’ve had a ton of evictions, are 24 or 25 
year-old couples with children. They aren’t people from here in Lavapiés, but young 
people who live in shared apartments, university students that are now being affected 
by gentrification in the center of Madrid. That’s kind of what’s centered in the course 
of the rent crisis, which is a more general problem, but is focused a lot in this sector. 

In the PAH, for whatever reason, we aren’t taking charge of or representing that 
problem. Many people have become activists in La PAH, and at the core of La 
PAH’s activism are people who know nothing about activism, but they lack all kinds 
of tools, and there’s no time to have debates and discussions as they should be 
had. So what happens is that when everything goes well, everything goes well, 
but when there are momentary setbacks,  there’s no serious, analytical discussion 
where each problem is isolated. We really have a whole list of problems that’s 
immeasurable right now; it’s not that there’s a single problem, we have lots of 
problems. Those that are micro-political, and there are problems that are macro 
that have to do with the economic situation. You need to individualize these kinds 
of things or isolate them from an analytical standpoint. You learn that now in the 
university, and back in its day, you learned that in the worker’s movement, in the 
athenaeums. It’s not that you have to learn it in the university. There used to be 
other kinds of institutions where analytical-scientific thought was taught; that doesn’t 
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exist anymore. There is no intermediate stage. People who can’t access that, can’t 
access it. And there’s no other place where you can acquire it because it doesn’t 
exist, what society has is self-organization, as a result of which we have to create 
these institutions while we’re dealing with everything else, so it’s too much for us. 

How have the municipal councils for change in Madrid 
and Barcelona responded to the housing crisis?

The city councils for change, Madrid and Barcelona, are those that have most 
increased evictions in all of Spain in 2017. These are the councils that were going to 
end the evictions. They are municipalities that have also gathered many people and 
even the slogan of “sí, se puede.” It’s slogan that isn’t really La PAH’s; it’s a motto 
that comes from the movement of seasonal workers in California, César Chavez et 
cetera, you know it too. “Sí, se puede” comes from there. And La PAH picked it up 
from those migrant movements. From May Day of 2006 in the United States, we 
collect all of that from there. But, really that’s known in Spain because of La PAH.

Why do you think that extant tenant unions have started 
up even with La PAH already existing?

A central problem for the left now in Europe, and throughout the world, is the 
distance between the working class and the professional, liberal classes that are 
involved in the left’s discourse. There was already an organization, La PAH, which 
was having a lot of success in connecting these two worlds. Why on earth are they 
separating again now? Why now in Barcelona and Madrid are they creating tenant 
unions? You see the photo of the evictions that the tenants’ union is stopping 
in Barcelona and you see the pictures of the evictions of tenants that La PAH is 
stopping in Barcelona this week, and you see the difference. You see that in La 
PAH there are many more dark people, many more different people, immigrants, 
Spaniards, but you can see that they don’t come with their backpacks, they don’t 
come from studying at the University, do they? And you see other photos of the 
union of tenants, and you see that those who are stopping the evictions are the 
kids of a university education and you wonder, why have we returned to that? It’s a step 
back. It’s a setback, but apparently it may not seem like one, it may seem like  they’re 
adopting the logic of La PAH, like it’s expanding and that’s good, because it gets 
distributed. But in subjective terms, it’s clearly a setback. We are still working on 
this and we’re processing it, and for some of us it’s a strong source of frustration.

What happens when a person is evicted? What is the next step? 

Spain is a Latin country with a Mediterranean culture, so here the family has replaced 
the policies of both the market and the State. Where neither the market nor the 
State intervened, there was the family. In fact, for this very reason, it has been said 
that neither the State nor the market is very developed, because almost all the needs 
have been covered by the family, and, well, by women, right? So what happens when 
you’re kicked out of your house if you’re a typical Spanish family? Well, you’re going to 
live with a father-in-law or a mother-in-law. That’s the most typical thing. Or there are 
many families that don’t have the problem of eviction, because it’s the extended family 
that’s paying the mortgage, as is the case for my brother, and probably the majority 
of cases. My brother has been unemployed for years, his partner is working but she 
doesn’t have sufficient income to pay the mortgage, so my sister-in-law’s grandparents 
and my parents, my brother’s parents, are the ones paying. So this is very typical before 
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a situation involving eviction is reached. So that’s the tough part. And everything else, 
what we call a housing emergency, is when that isn’t the case.  So what happens 
when that isn’t there is that the state isn’t there as a support either, and the market 
begins to parasitize and to enter very strongly in the rental market. So right now, not 
even renting is an escape, because in order to rent, if you’re thrown out of a house 
with a mortgage or you get kicked out of a squatter house that you were renting, 
they demand four months rent in advance, they demand collateral, they demand “un 
nómino,” which is what they call having a legal work contract with a salary of  up to 
700 € per month in some cases. “Show me that you deposit one thousand seven 
hundred euros a month, and I’ll let you rent.” It isn’t that it will cost you one thousand 
seven hundred to the rent. It’s that in order to sign the contract and to live here, you 
have to have this salary for me to be sure. And that’s because there’s a financialization 
of the market, which is to say that they create their financial buffer also for an assured 
profitability. So this is causing a lot of people to be thrown out. That’s why evictions are 
increasing. What happens in a city like Madrid, where there’s no public housing? In the 
Spanish State as a whole, two percent of the housing market is social or public; even 
within the stock that counts as public, it’s not really social. These are truly two different 
categories because here public housing and social housing were two different things. 
But, putting everything together, it was around one or two percent, which is very little, 
and in Madrid, we’re in that situation. Further aggravating this situation, the previous 
governments of the conservative party in power before the current party Podemos, 
have sold housing. The governments don’t have money and owe money to the banks, 
so they have to get rid of the assets they have, like real estate. That’s in theory, but 
in reality, it’s exploitation. It has nothing to do with economic rationality, but that was 
the excuse. We don’t have money so we’re going to sell, and in the case of Madrid, 
five thousand public housing units were sold in 2013. All in one year. So the city of 
Madrid lost five thousand public housing units in 2013, which, in turn, has generated 
many evictions and a lot of occupational problems as well because people have been 
entering and occupying the houses that have been left empty. These people have 
been later evicted. And then we learned that they haven’t even sold those homes 
for what they were worth, they have sold them below their price. So it’s not true that 
they sold them because of the debt problem; rather, as Podemos says, it’s a plot. 
There’s an agreement between the various agents of the economy, “We’re going to 
prey on everything,” and herein lies the problem of the deficit. The problem of debt 
is a problem for social democratic governments; it’s not a problem for conservative 
governments. It’s a problem for the next people, but for me it’s not a problem because 
I’m selling below the price. So, what situation are you in once you’ve been evicted? 
Well, that’s an institutional situation. In Madrid, as well as with the government of 
Podemos and Manuela Carmena, is a combination of public and private agencies 
that give you the option of staying at a hostel, a hotel, “I’ll pay one or two months of 
private rent for you,” or you enter the public housing waiting list. Little by little, they’re 
managing the avalanche like that. They are saying “this here, this here, this one here,” 
“battered woman, here,” “Single parent family with five children, here.” But of course, 
before you get that “here” there are another twenty people, so basically there’s no 
place to live and you go to the street, or you go to another city. That’s the reality.

What is the social housing policy in Spain?

In Spain, there are three administrative levels that are the central Government of 
the State, that is, the Government of Spain; next is what are called Autonomous 
Communities, which are regional governments in a model like the Federal Government 
in the United States, and then there are the municipalities that are the third level. 
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The housing policy is the responsibility of City Councils and the Autonomous 
Communities. The central government makes general legislative frameworks on banks, 
on consumption, on mortgages, that’s the purview of the central government. But 
the part concerning housing is local. Then there are those two organizations, the 
Community and the City Council, and right now everything can be summarized as: 
there’s no housing; there’s no housing policy. Now the new city council of Madrid 
has taken over the operation that the municipal council of housing had which was 
to build social housing, an operation that had been put on hold. Well, now they’re 
building new housing, which has advantages and disadvantages. It’s not that it’s all 
good. But, when they finish building those four thousand homes that they have said 
they’re going to build, we’ll be in the situation we were in in 2013. In other words, as 
far as public housing availability, we will have what we had four years ago. And four 
years ago we already had a huge problem.This is very difficult to convey to people 
who are wrapped up in the hope of change, of municipalism. They’re saying that the 
evictions have stopped, that now everything is very beautiful, that we’re building, but 
in practice, even if you manage to do this thing you’re doing, if it gets finished, which 
remains to be seen, we will be like we were four years ago. So this is the reality. 

How has the mortgage problem changed?

In all of Catalonia, Valencia, Murcia, all the areas of the Spanish Mediterranean coast, 
the mortgage problem is gigantic today. It’s also huge in Madrid. It is still a big problem, 
but we’re in another political phase, in another economic phase, also a phase of 
governing the very banks with this problem. But the mortgage problem has not been 
resolved. Here in Spain there’s a lot of fondness for soccer, and we say the problem 
has been cleared to the corner. When the attacking players arrive and throw the ball 
and the goalkeeper clears to the corner, but it has not been resolved, play continues. 
So the mortgage problem is like that, because it’s the problem of private debt and 
household debt, which is kind of kicked to the corner by policies that have to do 
with European governance, the response of the European central bank to the crisis, 
they started buying debts. That has caused interest rates to go down a lot, and the 
mortgage problem has been somewhat calmed, but it’s still there. In the first quarter 
of this year the mortgage evictions in Madrid have increased. This isn’t a separate 
problem; until the mortgage law is changed, this won’t work itself out, it will continue 
happening there. That said, we always try to make it very clear that the evictions are 
still a problem because it seems like it’s a thing of the past. Through the struggle, 
through the very changes that the entities have been taking, the problem has been 
slowed a little. But the regulation is the same one we had, the one that caused the 
problem. So until the regulation is changed, the problem is still going to be there.

From your point of view, how should the housing problem in Spain be solved?

We think that it’s about taking housing away from the big holders. It’s not about 
building new housing. There’s an author who’s the director of the New Left Review 
called Susan Watkins that in an article of the time, around the time of the referendum 
in Greece about the bailout with Syriza, she’d already made a characterization of the 
new left, populist or radical in Europe, and she characterized them, differently from the 
common sentiment, as a kind of new radicalism of weak social democracies. We’ve 
seen it now in England with the Grenfell Tower scandal. Corbin has said, “We have 
to expropriate the homes of the rich to relocate these families,” and that’s been the 
furthest social democracy has gone in Europe, and it’s being said that it’s incredibly 
radical. So this is the situation we’re in. The claim that we have in La PAH that you 
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have to take away houses from their owners is seen as a radicality, but as we say, it’s 
not radical, it’s redistribution, it’s what’s been done the whole life of social democracy. 
Measures that are completely reformist, absolutely reformist movements are seen today 
as communism. Why? Well, that’s where we are. Actually, even we aren’t saying that 
we have to expropriate; we’re saying that there’s a legal concept in Spain that’s called 
the transfer of use. With that, you avoid people calling you a communist, saying you’re 
expropriating, and the owner is obliged to give up use of the property but remains 
the owner. That’s what La PAH advocates. In other words, in La PAH we’re advocating 
for the owners continuing to be the owners –– you can see that we’re super radical. 
Even so, we’re very far from that. But we think that, as Susan Watkins argues, the state 
doesn’t have the capacity. That is, the State is creating four thousand more houses in 
Madrid, and it’s not going to have the capacity to manage them. The management 
of the four thousand homes will be delegated. Currently, the State is mush...when we 
speak of the State, of supporting the State more or less, I’m not advocating for more 
government. I’m advocating for taking away from the owners what they have. That 
doesn’t mean advocating for more State. Advocating for the State means, do I make 
four thousand more houses and have them managed by the current State in Madrid 
that’s a mess of NGOs, social workers, social services, who make reports? That’s the 
State today; they act as police for the poor. Well that isn’t what La PAH stands for, 
it won’t advocate for it at all. Because if you make four thousand more houses, first 
you have to make people go live there, and here in Spain there has always been the 
problem of a total lack of public housing, and then when there was a surplus, it was 
not distributed, and that will happen again to people and to the people who are 
occupying houses you decide to legalize. I’m part of the idea of less State. Simply take 
the owners away, and that implies less State, that there’s just a regulation by which the 
owner is committed to the rental properties. That means less State because it means 
less social workers, less reports, less agencies, less of that, less mediation. But they 
have us trapped with that nonsense of the State. In the background, it’s like the left 
has placed the State on an altar. And it’s an altar that doesn’t make sense because the 
State is property of the oligarchies. I don’t want more State under those conditions.

What keeps your activism alive in moments of political apathy?

Right now, it’s a very hard time, because I’m fighting for my own rent. But in the 
end, it’s what I hold on to. Right now it’s very complicated. Until we come up with 
some way out that the state will consent to, rearming the strategy is going to be 
difficult. Right now, we’re in a really difficult moment. Me personally, what do I hold 
on to? I grabbed onto, I don’t know…the courage of friends and colleagues, seeing 
people with lives very different from my own, trajectories very different from mine. 
But even that runs out. Right now my fundamental motivation is to get a rental. I’m 
in a unit, so mine is one of fourteen other floors, so it’s not entirely my own place.

I know you’re familiar with Pau Faus’s Seven Days with La 
PAH. Can you tell us what you think of this work?

It seems to me, by far, the best source on the mortgage crisis in Spain. There 
are other works in a more journalistic vein that have tried to explain La PAH, 
but precisely because they’re journalistic and because they’re objective, in the 
end, they don’t explain anything. I’m a journalist. So I know how it works. In 
the end, journalism is a code that you use to bring about a journalistic story 
where there must be a part and a counterpart. Pau’s work work explains La PAH 
very well, and it explains the problem very well.  So I don’t believe there’s any 
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documentary better than that. It’s something that people should see now that 
they’re talking about tenant unions and such. There are very rare ideas there 
about doing individual advocacy, and I’d say, “Watch this and understand why La 
PAH is supporting collective advocacy, not having centered everything around the 
expert figure of the lawyer.” That came out very clearly in the documentary. 


