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Who are you, and what’s your relationship to the union:

Javier: My name is Javi Sanchez. We're here in the office of the
Llogateres Union, the organization we belong to. I've worked with the
Union since 2018, so for almost two years. Initially, | was part of the
Commission on Territorial Organization and Extension, which is in charge
of the Union's internal organization and its relationship with different
territories and other unions in the state and in other countries.

Rodrigo: My name is Rodrigo Martinez, and I've been with the Union
for about two years, mainly in the Commission on Communication,
which basically is in charge of the union's communicative outlet
and putting together a portrait of what we do and of the reactions
of the people towards the government, for example.

What legal entity is involved to register this union?

Javier: We're a consumer association. That's our
legal entity, and we do what we can.

Rodrigo: Overall, | think this was the best fit for our social movement.
Are you directly affected by the rent crisis?

Rodrigo: Yes, | am because my landlord wanted to unfairly increase the
rent. | then told him that | was part of the Union, and that | was not
going to accept that and that | wanted to stay, so we negotiated.

Javier: I'm not personally affected in the sense that my lease was
terminated or that | had other problems, but | am affected in the sense
that | came to Barcelona three years ago, and | found out that | had to
pay double if | wanted to live in an apartment, or | had to pay a realtor,
which was a parasite that would cover me only to sign a contract. Yes, |
am affected, but it's true that I'm lucky to not have any direct conflicts.

How did this process begin?

Rodrigo: The process started off as a small group of people. The
idea of the union deviated a little bit from what the housing
movement was doing before, since it was mainly dominated by the
PAH, which emerged in response to the rent crisis. The founders
felt that there was a growing crisis in which there was not a clear
form of representation for all tenants. The Neighborhood Unions
already existed, and our union arose as a combination of these
aspects and as a new space within the housing movement.




Javier: | would add one thing. The role of the union changed from being complementary
to different struggles within the housing movement, especially in Barcelona, where,

like Rodrigo said, there exists a critical mass of 20 neighborhood unions and the PAH,
which were its reference points and the forces that cleared its path. So the union has
gone from being a missing piece to being a top level actor in its relationship with

other groups and within its own realm of political advocacy, fighting case by case.

Was the creation of the Union necessary given the existence of
the PAH (Anti-eviction Platform) on a national level?

Javier: | understand it as a form of adding to, rather than taking away from,
the PAH. We often overlap with the PAH, since we are fighting for similar
things, similar to how we share space within the Congress of Housing, which
was first formed this past fall. We say that it's a complementary struggle.

A lot of times, we have the same enemies, but have different ways of
resolving the underlying problem, which is the commercialization of housing.
There is diversity in this struggle, and we all build upon one another.

Rodrigo:There are groups that share these spaces and also we, as
representatives within each group, share other spaces of struggle.

How is the internal functioning of the Tenants Union organized?

Javier: The largest section of the union --based on the number of affiliates-- is in
Barcelona, but like | said before, we have nine sections in total. Then, within the
structure of the union there are assemblies for each section. For example, in Barcelona
we hold the Llogateres Assembly each week, where people come to talk about their
own problems or to help others with their issues. This is a good way to discuss the
actions we take, but it's not only limited to this; rather, this assembly is the pulse,

or the heart of the union (we now hold it in the street because of quarantine).
Then, we have commissions: like we explained before, there is the Commission

on Territorial Organization and Extension, which is in charge of part of the union’s
internal functioning: the tasks that keep the union running and the relationship

with other collectives and with other unions and platforms, both at a state-wide
and international level. There is also a commission that is in charge of the union’s
presentation and ideas, as well as the relationship with institutional actors. And
previously, we commented on the third branch, which is the Commission on Union
Action. This commission is in charge of the functioning of these assemblies, which
are the nuclei in which we do the majority of our weekly activity; it is also in charge
of the follow through for the cases we take, the participation in campaigns --like
the Housing Congress of Catalonia--, and in the end, it's the body that carries out
the direct action of the union. We are not only talking about how we interact with
actors within political institutions and how we pressure the institutions themselves,
but also about how we win cases because we negotiate with small rentiers and
large vulture funds. These are the three commissions that are open for all of the
militancy to participate in. Then, the big decisions and changes within the union are
made in the plenaries, which are the monthly assemblies where the militancy can
vote on these decisions. Lastly, we have an annual assembly of affiliates --at least
once per year, but there are years in which we've had more than one-- in which big
structural changes are also actualized. For example, large changes in statutes and, of
course, debates about which campaigns will play a central role in each course. This
defines the future of the union’s functioning, and | think that it's pretty horizontal.
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What steps do you have to take to register a union like this?

Rodrigo: It's a long process, but the most fundamental yet difficult part to accomplish
is to get enough people who want to be involved. There's a legal recognition part,
which is a long process that requires a ton of things, but you still can't start with
that since it requires a nucleus of people and a certain stability; there are certain
people who have to have certain legal connections, such as being president,
spokesperson, etc. Because of this, legal recognition comes after real action. The
starting point is seeing how the people who are in a similar or the same situation

as | am get involved, what people share the same problems of high rent, unjust

rent policies, or evictions in Barcelona. This was the seed that started the union.

Javier: Forming a union or a similar organization involves a lengthy process. We did

not start having weekly assemblies on the first day. In the beginning, this was a
platform of making denouncements, of expulsion cases, of invisible evictions, and it
had some participation in certain campaigns such as “30 Percent of Public Housing”
and “New Housing in Barcelona.” The activities were very specific. About a year into
the union was when the principal campaign, which consists of the assemblies, was put
into effect. Up until last year, we held assemblies every two weeks, but this year we
started holding them weekly. So in terms of militancy, functioning, and establishment,
the process was very gradual. All in all, going little by little was fundamental.

What real advocacy power does the union have when it comes to
intervening in structural problems related to housing?

Rodrigo: We believe that the union does have real advocacy power, and we see it
in the cases that we win and in the way we change the material reality for certain
families and households that are facing eviction or unfair increases in rent. By
joining the union or a strong movement of people, they can change a situation
that seemed inevitable. We work in individual cases or particular cases united
under a building with the same landlord, like the Azora block. We also work in
conjunction with the vector that can create change at the institutional or legal
level to reshape the realities of a large number of people. This is what we did with
the “30 Percent” initiative, which worked with other housing groups to achieve a
standard that asserted that in Barcelona, 30% of housing should be dedicated to
social rent. This opened up a space for social rent that had previously not existed.

Here in Barcelona, the city government has demonstrated a
certain institutional sensitivity to social problems. Due to this,
have you felt any institutional support for your demands?

Javier: | think the case of the Barcelona City Government has had its ups and downs
like any other city government, but we would say that there’s more harmony than,
for example, in Madrid. In the past few years here in Barcelona, there have continued
to be evictions at an alarming rate, but when you go to an eviction here, there is

a representative from the City's Housing Agency that helps mediate. If you go two
kilometers southwest, to Hospitalet, for example, that doesn’'t happen. Then, there
are things that are indeed noted, and things that we do and do not agree on. For
example, we think that the policy for tourist housing should be more consistent
with the pre-existing way of thinking and demands. There is a ton of housing

that has been taken away from the market and is either empty or dedicated to
tourism. We think that the city government could do much more to address that.
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Rodrigo: We recognize that the Barcelona city government can be more
socially sensitive, and we know that that still isn't the case for many other
cities. We also know that in particular cases, the city government'’s action
can help tip the scale towards one side or the other. But we also recognize
that there are many flaws and we let the city government know that.

What do you think is the most important thing you learned
from the process of creating the Tenants Union?

Rodrigo: That real influence comes before any form of legal recognition. It's not
necessary to give up on the dream of having a normal legal structure. What's
important is assembling the machine in order for the gears to start turning. A
little bit later, the rest will come. And yes, you have to have an ambitious vision
for the future, while still going little by little and being cognizant of the fact that
there are going to be other housing groups that you can build upon and learn
from. At the beginning, it's adding upon an existing campaign and learning
what it's like to manage a campaign before jumping to create your own. You
have to take that time to learn about organization, which is very important.

Javier: | would add that we had the second summer school session of the union just
this past weekend, and one of the classmates commented that what we were currently
doing was school, but so is the union year-round. That's a good thing because we
evaluate ourselves constantly, and, like | said in the beginning, we have a horizontal
structure and are open to having debates often, some of which are deep, others which
are not. This also happens due to the plurality that exists within the organization. For
me, the most important lesson is that in this process, which has been pretty hectic in
terms of struggles, organization, etc., we are trying to go beyond and look ahead, and
see what the next course of action is. But we also have to remind ourselves to look
around us and see the people that are moving along with us, and also to look back
because in the end, it only works if we care about each other and help the union grow.

This union was formed in 2017, but would you consider its emergence
to be aresult of the citizen indignation of the 15M movement?

Javier: We can consider the union as part of the cycle. Why in 2017 specifically?
Returning to what we said before, it's true that it followed some of the specific
circumstances related to the legislative changes that took place. In 2013, leases were
abruptly curtailed, and this had consequences (two or three years later) with all of
these invisible evictions. So yes, this evidently comes from a pattern, a cycle, and
from the influence of many actors like the PAH, and, of course, the neighborhood
unions. But, the union was born of the extreme financialization of the rental market.

Rodrigo: Clearly the housing problem moved from the 2008 crisis of not paying
mortgages to one of not paying rents. Since 2017, the majority of evictions were caused
by not being able to pay rent instead of not being able to pay mortgages. The issue

of not paying the mortgage, at least before the pandemic, was not very big, but the
issue of not paying rent was. Thus, it was also a response to that changing reality.

Thinking about the internal functioning of the union, can you
evaluate your experience with the mechanism of the assembly?

Javier: Evidently, it has its problems because there have to be many forums for
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debate that have to be taken seriously in order for it to have a horizontal and
healthy culture in which the decisions made take into account the plurality that
exists and all of its cumulative wisdom and knowledge. So yes, there are always
organizational and decisive complications, but we try to combine this with the use
of technology and other tools to be able to better manage certain things in the day
to day, and that works. That being said, the organization continues to grow and

we continue to move ahead, doing things that we had not done last year. But in
that constant exercise of evaluation and self-criticism lies the guestions of, “how do
we improve our internal communication?,” and “how do we prevent the creation

of a hyper-militant nucleus that hinders others from participating?” Thus, we're

in a constant state of debate and evaluation due to the difficulty it presents.

Rodrigo: Working in assemblies comes with a ton of challenges, but | think we've
learned how to work on that. Sometimes, the assemblies are organized perfectly on
paper, but afterwards they don't go well, and that causes a little bit of frustration
and impatience. As people get used to coming to the plenary and raising their hands
and waiting for their turns, the discussions become more orderly and can advance
so that we don't spend so much time discussing something that should be short
and quick. | think that there's a clear learning curve, especially in the plenaries.

What mechanisms do you use to make decisions?

Javier: For the majority of questions, thinking about the past few remote plenaries,
we have voted on every single point that arose. We think the plenaries are a
space dedicated to debates, and after a large discussion, someone will ask if it's
necessary to vote on a certain issue, and another person will say it is. If there is

a division, we try to discuss it to refine one of the options or to find a common
ground. | would say that the vast majority of debates have been like this.

Rodrigo: Yes, generally it's tending to the consensus and
using a vote when a common ground isn't found.

Iread on your web page that the work is sustained by the quotas that the
affiliates pay (50 euros annually). Are there salaried employees?

Javier: The union runs thanks to the militants, whose work is partially paid. Right
now we have a commissioner, someone who, for example, is fully dedicated

to going through the mail and responding to each person that writes us. And
when | say all of the people who write us, I'm referring to the people who have
particular cases and don't know what to do, so we tell them, “well, the assembly
that is closest to you is this day and at this address”; there are also collectives
that write us because they want to exchange ideas or invite us to an event.

As you can imagine, the volume of information and contacts that we receive

is high, so there's someone dedicated to that. There's someone else who's
dedicated to managing and helping with the communication aspect with the
press, campaigns, and social media; although the Commission still has people
who do all of the social networking, there is one person who is more intensely
dedicated to that work. And finally, there's someone in charge of direct action
and negotiation which ensures that the cases we take can move forward.
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What legal counsel do the Union’s affiliates have access t0o?

Rodrigo: The Union has an administrative advisory that helps with accounting, and we
have agreements with groups of lawyers for when legal action is taken against us.

Javier: For the past three years, it's been evolving. In addition to the agreements that
help us when we have to file a lawsuit against a real estate agent or vulture fund, or
for help with issues fighting repression, we also have agreements with lawyers that
provide us with legal advice for the cases that the Llogatera Assembly determines to
need legal counsel. For example, if | go to the Assembly and | have issues because
they terminated my lease, there's a ton of militants and people with their own similar
experiences that | know could help me. However, if my contract has a legal particularity
and my situation is too complicated for the Assembly, despite their knowledge, to

be able to tell me what the next step is or to solve the problem, then, because | am
affiliated, | have the right to two legal representatives each year. This entails sending
the union an email and then us arranging an appointment with one of these lawyers.

Why is it important to be affiliated with the union?

Javier: We think that affiliation is fundamental for so many reasons; for the power it
gives you when you're negotiating with a political actor or vulture fund, or rentier.
Having 20 affiliates isn't the same as having 2,000. We also think that affiliation

is essential from a logical standpoint; if we're talking with landlords, and we say
that we represent someone, it makes sense that the person we are representing

is part of this union. Then, there's also the economic aspect: the union’s affiliates
pay a 50 euro annual quota, which is equivalent to four euros each month, and
without this guota, the union wouldn't be sustainable. We do, however, have larger
quotas for those who can pay more. We also have the social quota for those who
can't afford 50 euros each year because they don't have salaries. Often, there

are people who haven't paid at all, and have continued to come to us. What's
important is not so much how much you contribute economically; rather it's a
matter of solidarity, that you become an affiliate, help others, and militarize.

It seems like we’re living in a moment of distrust of unions, but have you noticed this
distrust when it comes to motivating people to become affiliated with the union?

Rodrigo: | would say that the people who come to us are often those who find
themselves in a situation that requires help, guidance, and even emotional
support. We believe that when they join the union, the prejudices they have
regarding how the union functions dissipate. This happens quickly in the

first assembly because they find themselves with an open and horizontal
group of people in which there's nobody who dominates the discussion or its
direction. The people realize that they'll have their space and time to discuss
their own situations and hear similar ones, so that they won't feel alone.

Javier: | would say that the reason people approach us is because they have a problem,
and when they become members they end up not only appreciating the work we

do but also becoming a part of the fight, fighting on behalf of others. They become
empowered. All in all, we don't function because we have 10 hyper militant people,
rather we function because anyone who comes to the union acts to help others. It's
true, however, that when we have gone to, for example, a block of vertical property
with 80 apartments, we have had to organize assemblies in which we explain to
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people what we do. Yes, sometimes there is an initial rejection because they have a
negative image of labor unions, although there could be other unions that have planted
this image, due to the dominant ideology. This ideology tells us that we are alone

and have to be individualistic, that in the end, we are our own businesses or our own
brand, so doing things collectively, whether in a union or not, generates rejection. Then,
there have been instances in which people have thought they were going to have to
pay a large fee for these services. There are labor unions that work this way, so that
you pay a fee in exchange for their benefits; but there are also other labor unions that,
with all of the work they do, set a good example. It's true that we have encountered a
profile of people that expect something more welfare oriented and less empowering
or less collective. This, in the end, is a matter of discourse and ideas about unions.

What demographic profiles are represented in the union’s body of affiliates?

Rodrigo: We completed a survey and have reliable data. There are around 2,000
affiliates, and it's a pretty diverse group because there's a large number of immigrants
like me, for example. Barcelona is also a city with a lot of migrants. I'd say that the type
of people who come to us ranges from the neighbor who has lived his entire life in

the neighborhood and suddenly finds that the apartment block has been bought by

a vulture fund that wants to demolish it to build luxury apartments, to a young person
who has to jump from apartment to apartment because they can't find a stable lease.

Javier: We always talk about Barcelona, but when discussing the other sections, the
issues change a lot. If you go to Badalona, Hospitalet, or Valles Oriental, a lot of the
issues are largely faced by people of color who aren't even able to sign a lease due

to the racism that exists there. So, in these cases, the sections themselves constantly
emphasize the importance of addressing these specific issues. Sometimes, we stray
away from Barcelona-centrism, because there are diverse problems elsewhere, despite
Barcelona being where we have the most affiliates. With respect to the union’s diversity,
yes, we have the survey and its data, but we still should conduct a deeper analysis.

In Article 41 of the Spanish Constitution, the right to housing is
recognized as a guiding principle. How do you explain the lack of
correlation between the current reality and this article?

Rodrigo: It's fair that you mention the constitution because Article 41 discusses
housing. | think that if someone were to freely rewrite the Constitution and put
housing as a high priority, they would probably write something similar to what
they have now because it talks about its social function and how it has to be above
other interests. Certainly, the motor of the Spanish economy has been housing and
excessive construction. And this goes hand-in-hand with the commercialization of
housing, like we discussed. Since 2008, these existing tendencies have radicalized,
and this is where first, the PSOE and later the PP, as well as the vulture funds
came into play. These funds gamble on the housing market, but they do it with
thousands and thousands of apartments. They are large property owners that
automate the process of being such and have super aggressive attitudes and

ways of functioning that always go back to legal affairs and never conversations

or negotiation. It's these actors, who were previously not there, that contribute

to the commodification of housing instead of guaranteeing it as a social right.

Javier: Also, looking at other countries, | think there exists a big tradition or an ingrained
mentality that places housing in the center of social politics and civil rights. It's true that
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the Spanish Constitution depicts housing as a right, but after the postwar period and
the dictatorship, rentism has been rooted in the dominant ideology. Since the Franco
regime, regulated social housing has been eroded to successive real estate bubbles.
All of this has happened because of tourism and the commodification of housing

has been woven into the exploding economic system --the last time being 2008--
and we see what's happening today. Although new financial actors have emerged,
rentism as a mentality and way of life has been ingrained here for decades. This
demonstrates the fact that housing as a part of the Constitution has not been upheld.

Are states obligated to provide people with social housing?

Rodrigo: Yes, of course, and at the European level, this has varied. There are countries
like Germany and the Netherlands, for example, where the government has played
a larger role in housing, resulting in fewer housing problems; however, in Spain, the
state's investment in housing is minimal, so these situations are very disparate.

Javier: Yes, but the fact that housing is more of a guiding principle in the
Constitution instead of a fundamental right makes it so that only 1.4% of
housing is public, while in other countries, it's five or six times more.

When a rent payment is incomplete, what exactly happens?

Javier: A lot of things can happen. | understand the guestion as what happens or can
happen legally, or basically if they can evict you or not. If you don't comply with your
lease, they can report you, and that's something you're not going to win, unless you
recover that payment, which you can do. And in the case that you can’t reach any
agreement during the trial, you can pay the money that you owe, and everything

will end with a sentence or an eviction attempt. What can happen? Evictions stop.
This has been known for more than ten years because the PAH has begun to stop
evictions and the other housing collectives have followed suit. Evictions can stop,
but, in the end, when someone can't pay, and in the context of the pandemic and
economic crisis, evictions have skyrocketed because people have no income and have
to choose between eating and paying rent. What can also happen is that people try
to negotiate with their landlords. That being said, it could happen that they are not
even able to reach an agreement nor file a complaint, or they could file a complaint
but it's removed, but what's clear is that joining a neighborhood union or tenants
union opens up more opportunities to negotiate and to make landlords understand
that the lack of payment is due to the loss of income brought about by this brutal
crisis. And evidently, this tells us that we have to exit this crisis all together; it doesn't
just affect tenants, it affects the people who live off of collecting rent, literally.

When you talk about stopping an eviction, what exactly are
you referring to? How do you stop an eviction?

Javier: When you receive a firm order to leave your apartment, you're given an eviction
date, and on this date, you are to appear before a judicial committee of two to three
people, a closer, and sometimes a person from the Barcelona city government.
There's also a person from the Housing Service that helps those who are especially
vulnerable. Police, in principle, do not have to be there. So, how do you stop an
eviction? Well, simply, a group of people board up the door to prevent the eviction
from taking place, and stop the judicial committee from taking away the keys and
entering. The judicial committee will sometimes call the police, or they will take into
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account the nature of the situation and schedule the eviction for another date, with
police reinforcement. Then, from there, this will escalate for one or two months, or
however long, and there will be a lot of police. Then, there will be a lot of publicity
and even more people there. This will further escalate and these people will use their
bodies as a barricade so that the police can't enter. And we have seen cases with

an immense amount of police officers but the eviction has stopped because it was
evident that the eviction could not be executed, or trying to do so would take hours.

Rodrigo: All of this refers to a particular type of eviction with a set date, but
there are also open-date evictions, which have been criticized by international
organizations. The eviction is decreed, but it is unknown when it will actually
happen. This generates a lot of uncertainty for the family facing the eviction
since they don't know if they can stay in their home for ten more days or if
they will have to meet with a judicial committee in an hour. Nevertheless, this
method has been used less and less due to international court reversals.

Javier: But there have unfortunately continued to be evictions out in the open. We've
seen them especially in the case of blocks of apartments owned by investment funds,
with spaces that have been empty for years and are now occupied by homeless or
previously evicted families, including people whose lease has expired, and judges have
decreed open eviction orders against them. I'm thinking about the case about the
Llavors Block, which is owned by a Scandinavian company and the case of Hospital

99 on the Blackstone block, which is an example of how the housing movement of
Barcelona is capable of working together. In that case, when the judge decreed a 15-
day open eviction, all of the organizations, like the Tenants Union and the Raval Union,
for example, declared 15 days of mobilization. There were people in the streets, parties,
concerts, and in the end they were finally able to negotiate and win the case. So there's
an answer, even in illegal and extreme cases. But like | said before, it involves escalation.

The 24/2015 law’s Article 5.6 states that the State is responsible for finding
housing alternatives for evicted persons. Does this happen in reality?

Rodrigo: No, the compliance with this law is something that we continually demand,
that the State must find alternative housing for evicted persons, but it's not met.

Javier: In the majority of cases, the city government doesn't even provide
people with an alternative, or the alternative provided is for them to live in
subpar hostels with inhumane conditions. I'm referring to cases that involve,
for example, single mothers with young children, who are given two days
of housing in a hostel. That's the best case scenario, unfortunately. If you

go outside of Barcelona, sometimes you won't even get that much.

As part of your demands, you created alist of 10 reasons that provide
arationale for the work of this union. Are these demands protected
in any way by the laws that already exist? If not, what laws would
have to be created or modified to uphold these points?

Rodrigo: There aren't any laws that uphold our demands, since our demands are things
we have not yet achieved but are nonetheless trying to. There are a ton of laws at
different levels, municipal, statewide, and constitutional, that should be changed, and
we propose modifications to them so that we can achieve our goals. Our ultimate
goal is to make housing a social right instead of a commodity. This implies a change
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in legislation from a Constitutional level down to the smallest local ordinance, but yes,
there are various laws that should be modified. For example, the main one would be
the Urban Leases law, which determines the duration of leases; we are fighting for
longer leases. Today the law established 5 to 12 year-long leases, and we want them to
be at least seven years longer than that. They should also change, for example, the part
about the conditions on which the lease can be terminated, which is really because
landlords or family members want to use the housing for themselves. And that's just

to promote an abusive increase in the rent. Moreover, there's an important part that
consists of the financial benefits that SOCIMIS have. There's an entire legislative section
that regulates the actions of SOCIMI, of the vulture funds that pay zero percent in
corporate taxes; we want to eliminate this and eliminate SOCIMIS. We also want to
modify the entire section that regulates the eviction proceedings. We have a part that's
dedicated to the union’s legal recognition, so that we can be certified legal actors when
it comes to negotiation, or so that they recognize that the tenant has the right to free
association and thus can be part of the union and be represented by it when desired.
There can be a collective negotiation, for example, on behalf of the tenants if they have
the same landlord. Yes, there are a ton of things, and now we're promoting a regulation
that stabilizes rents and lowers the prices in accordance with household incomes.

The numbers indicate that the average monthly rent cost in
Barcelona is 1,000 euros, but the statewide minimum wage is 900
euros. What solution does the union have for this problem?

Rodrigo: There's a gap between the rent prices and the amount that households are
actually able to afford. Today, the rents are high because households can't opt to not
pay rent if they can't afford to purchase the home. On the one hand, |, as a household
member, have to live; it's a basic necessity. So, | will dedicate all of what | can from my
salary to the rent, and the rest | will try to save as much as | can. But this is a situation
in which landlords are taking advantage of the fact that housing is a basic necessity.
Because of this, we propose rent regulation so that these abusive situations won't arise.

Throughout the conversation, you’ve explained a few of the causes of the
structural and systemic problem of the commodification of housing. As part
of these problems, you’ve noted real-estate bubbles, market speculation,
vulture funds, unjust tenant legislation, and rent touristification. Can

you talk more about how real-estate speculation affects rent prices?

Rodrigo: There are various players. For example, there is the matter of how the
housing market is becoming more and more professional. There are actors that have
a lot of information and are directly searching for rent. This is clearly the case of

the vulture funds' SOCIMIS, which are actors that manage the housing they have as
an investment portfolio. But there are also the intermediaries, like the APIS, which
seeks to reap benefits from this market, sometimes through abusive practices, like
collecting expenses from both parts, the landlord and the tenant. And now, and
through the past few years, there has been the added layer of touristification, for
example, AirBNB, which has taken thousands of homes off of the residential market
and placed them in the tourist market. And clearly, there are homes that don't comply
with their social function. These homes have been withdrawn from the residential
market and have been placed at much higher prices, which, in turn, jacks up the
prices of all of the surrounding homes because these landlords say, “well, why would
| rent to a family for 700 euros, when | can rent to people through AirBNB for 1,500
euros each month.” So this clearly generates a perverse dynamic since they turn
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these neighborhoods into tourist attractions when they kick out the families who
previously resided there. And there are new actors, like Idealista.com, that have a huge
amount of power over the market since they control all of the offers, have a ton of
information, and sell these services and use their dominance to increase the market
prices. And it's because of this that the prices increase, in addition to the fact that

the Competition Commission sanctions them and has an open file on that issue.

Javier: The influence of the real estate market is evident, and it's full of contradictions
in its ideology. The Employer’'s Association of Rentiers was recently established,
and these are the same people that have asked the State to help them with the
use of public funds, so that tenants who have lost their incomes can still pay

rent, yet they resist us when we discuss things that are natural in other places,

like rent control. We aren't speaking of anything super radical, because rent
control is a practice that occurs from Berlin to other places in Europe where it's
unthinkable that a person can be expelled or can be prevented from renewing
the lease without explanation; not when the landlord needs the apartment for
themselves, but when the rentier just feels like it. Ultimately, these people resist
rent control because they deem it to be an issue of supply and demand. They say
that this is first grade economics, when really it isn't so. That being said, right now,
with today's prices, there are so many vacant homes and people who are paying
1,000 euros in rent, when there are two empty apartments on the floor below. So
we're talking about an intervention in or distortion of the market, like in the case
of ldealista.com, where they directly inflate prices in the name of speculation. At
the end of the day, the real estate market is not only an actor responsible for the
problem, but it has an ideology that's geared towards maintaining its privileges

so that a select few people can continue to take away people's incomes.

The union’s activity regarding denouncement and institutional pressure is geared
towards demanding more regulation. What kind of regulation are you referring to?

Rodrigo: Yes, regulation is the tool that helps us achieve our goal, which is the de-
commodification of housing and its reclamation as a social right. This differentiation
is good because in our discussions, we often clarify the distinction between
regulation for regulation’s sake and regulation for a specific purpose. Because

of this, we always specify that we're talking about the regulation of the rental
market so that prices ultimately decrease, which is the objective. Lowering the
prices, in turn, helps avoid the continuous speculation of the housing market.

When someone is evicted, do you encourage them to occupy vacant homes?

Javier: This is one of the themes that we have debated in various plenaries within
the union, and our position is clear in the sense that we understand that people
do not occupy spaces because they want to or because they want to kick people
out. There is a ton of vacant housing. Like the PAH has always said, there are a
ton of homes without people and people without homes. So we understand that
occupation is sometimes a necessity for families in need of a roof over their heads,
and in some cases, occupation can be a political tool, which the union knows well.
However, it's true that the majority of cases we take and negotiations we have are
related to matters of expired leases or people who are renting. But it's also true
that there are people who have the right to a social rent because they can't pay,
or they began to occupy an empty home because it was under speculation.
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Rodrigo: There are three million unoccupied homes. Spain is the country with
the largest number of unoccupied homes in the entire European Union;

| think Spain has 40% of all of the unoccupied housing in the European
Union. It's a strange place in terms of housing. In France, there are 70 million
homes, even though the country has a population of only 40 million people.
In Barcelona there is also a large quantity of unoccupied homes.

Javier: In Barcelona, the Metropolitan Housing Observatory conducted a report over
a year ago that found thousands of empty homes, but it's true that this was only a
sampling. The official data is still unknown. Normally, building residents know when
there are empty apartments. We go to these blocks and knock on the residents’
doors when we want to take action after a case involving an abusive investment
fund is brought up in the assembly. When we do this exercise of going door to door,
we often notice that there are dozens of empty apartments. This happened to us
about six months ago, when we contacted the residents of the Alfonso Comin Plaza
in Barcelona, for example. They are tenants of the Azora vulture fund. Right now,
thanks to the pressure and the campaign work we are doing in the union, the city
government has filed a complaint against this vulture fund for having almost twenty
empty apartments, even though it's supposed to be a block under official protection.
In other words, this housing issue is evident, and it's necessary to counteract

the absurd supply and demand trope and the “need” to build more homes.

Within the realm of the union’s forms of intervention, there lies legal counsel,
activities for citizen education, interruption of evictions, denouncement
of cases, and institutional pressure. Would you add anything else?

Javier: Regarding the point about stopping evictions, we have to be clear

and acknowledge that the majority of evictions are stopped by the PAH and
neighborhood unions. In the union, we have the power to stop the process much
earlier because of the way we work and the problems that people approach us
with. We can talk about the ENS Quedem and how we work, since it is true that in
some cases, the eviction is never actualized. Yes, there are cases in which we have
reached the point of eviction and have mediated a lot due to the absurdity of the
situation. For example, there have been evictions in which a family has already
been evicted two or three times, and they have refused to pay an increase in rent,
so they continue to pay 1,000 euros each month, and are consequently evicted,
and with police presence. Evictions happen, but we try to negotiate decreases

in rent or, in some cases, maintenance of the same prices, or negotiate minimal
increases so that the tenants aren't expelled and that they aren't subject to invisible
evictions, which are those that happen when they stop your lease and you're
forced to leave; so, it covers eviction but not through a judicial path necessarily.

I'm going to explain how the ENS QUEDEM union action works, because when | say
that we try to avoid reaching the point of eviction, it's because a lot of the people
who come to the union come with problems related to leases that are in progress or
nearing the point of termination and the landlord has notified them that they can't
renew it, or if they don't accept certain conditions for a new lease, there will be a
60% or a 100% increase, and the lease won't be renewed. So, when people come to
the union with this problem, we tell them to stay and fight instead of flee. That said,
when they terminate your lease, you don't have to leave. People don't know that.
We think that when we are sent official mail saying that the lease will be terminated
that day or that it won't be renewed, the next step is to leave, and that's not true.
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When your lease ends, what you have to do is sign a new one. From there, there can
be a period in which you are out of your lease, but you're still paying. A judge can
only kick you out of your house through a report that terminates the lease entirely,
not for not paying rent. The campaign tells people that they should not accept the
abusive increases in rent, and instead they should continue paying the rent price they
have been paying. The most that the landlords can do is report them, saying that
the lease has ended, and the advantage to this is that it opens a long legal process
that buys us enough time to negotiate. Moreover, in the end this legal process isn't
going to result in anything, because when someone loses in court because they've
said that your lease has been terminated, you've still been paying the rent and so
then nothing can happen. This sums up the core of our methodology, and then each
case has its own particularities. But in the majority of the cases that come to us,
people don't want to accept abusive and speculative rent increases, or people are
directly facing expulsions because the landlord doesn't feel like renewing the lease.

You guys have also had a rent strike. Can you talk more about this?

Rodrigo: The rent strike was a tool that arose from the pandemic and the economic
crisis it brought. It was a clear response to the fact that the situation had changed
quickly and drastically. We, as tenants, are adapting to having less income,

and we want to continue living where we're living. The landowners don't know
how to adapt and don't know which side to take, while the government's only
solution is debt. There was aid, but it was insufficient and it practically ended
immediately after it started. So the strike emerged as a response to the social
emergency that wasn't being addressed by landlords nor the government.

Javier: There has been a complete lack of government responsibility for the
situation at hand. In the end, the landlords have to contribute and make an
effort, just like they ask us to do our best and ride the subway to work, even
with the risk of catching the virus. People who live off of rents evidently need
to pitch in too. On top of that, the government, even though it has suspended
evictions for a bit, continues to displace people. | mean, all of the evictions that
have been paused will still result in displacement. A week ago, they displaced
families that had been living in an apartment complex on Christina en Sans
Street. In sum, the gears continue to turn and people continue to be expelled.

When it comes to this lack of State government responsibility with the situation

at hand, like Rodrigo has said, the strike is also a way to give political meaning to
something that's going to end up happening anyway. People are not going to be able
to pay, and for many people, the strike is a way of saying, “instead of choosing between
eating or paying rent, I'm going to join the strike and support other people because
there isn't a government, not even in the country, nor in Catalonia, that protects us.”

What activities do you organize?

Javier: Like | said before, we're constantly learning here in the union. COVID interrupted
a training program we had been doing all year that involved monthly chats, learning
about historical movements related to the housing movement --the feminist
movement, the labor movement--, and legal trainings so people know what the

legal status quo regarding rent is in the country and in Catalonia. The chats are a

new addition we made this year. There have been open talks for all of the housing
movement and more technical chats for the militancy work. This year, we've tried to
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make this a more active course because we understand that, in the end, we have to
stop and think about what they teach us, and share this with others and improve.

We held the union’s summer school for the first time last year in the Buenos
Aires House, which is a space that has been rescued by the residents of
Vallvidrera in Barcelona. It's a space that is under a vulture fund and still
faces an eviction order. In the summer school, we said, “well, we should hold
chats and debates before the end of the course.” It's a way of having deeper
debates than those allowed by the day-to-day. This year, and up until the last
minute, we were deciding whether we should organize the summer school

or not because of COVID. Normally, we have a lot of time to do so, but we
eventually found an open space and have been able to organize weekend
chats, debates, talks with speakers from Portugal, Madrid, etc., all with a limited
amount of people, nonetheless, but we are still able to exchange ideas.

Are you invited to speak in formal education spaces?

Rodrigo: Yes, we participate a lot in chats that are organized by and held in Universities.

We share visions about the city, about what getting out of this crisis will be like, for
example. Last week, there was one in particular about environmentalism and the city.
International students getting their masters in housing have also come to participate
in these chats. We're in the mix with the academic world, and to it we bring our social
vision. This helps us because we support the social movements that are happening
but we also receive a lot of feedback and lots of ideas from the academic world.

On your web page, you have a section in which you discuss other historical
housing movements. Do you guys feel like heirs, in any way, to this history?

Javier: Yes, especially because of the parallels with occurrences that look like
what happened decades or even centuries ago, and still wield certain influence,
through their ideas and lessons they have taught us. From these historical
housing and labor movements, we learned that we have to organize ourselves
collectively when there is a shared landlord whose speculation is affecting
many people. During this course, we've learned to go on the offensive and find
blocks of tenants who are under the same landlord. We also do this because
of our historical analysis of what happened in these other movements and
thanks to our partners who have made proposals based on this history.

What position has the union adopted towards institutional relationships?

Javier: I'm not part of the group that pressures the institutions or does institutional
work, but | am a part of the group that covers union action, and beyond the guestion
of being part of institutions or not, which is another piece, it's crucial that this
union is recognized as an actor that can carry out negotiations with landlords. That
being said, it's important that tenants’ right to organize themselves into unions is
recognized. We have negotiated with real estate agents. The tenants were with us
on one side, while the real estate agents were on the other. This situation should
have been normal, but it still felt strange. The agents were uncomfortable since
they were not expecting us, rather they were expecting radicals who were going

to set things on fire and cause a commotion, etc. What we want in the end is that
they recognize the right to housing and conversation at the same level and with
equal conditions, and we want to negotiate leases that reflect the tenants’ incomes.

#2’] Constellation \
of the commons Sindicat de Llogateras

In sum, the recognition of the right for us to represent the people that come to
the union, for me, is a lot more important than being part of an institution.

Rodrigo: | think that in part, we are within that framework, but it is also important
to note that the political-institutional logic tends to be perverse, particularly
towards social movements. So, we always want to feel uncomfortable in those
spaces. We don't want those institutions and meeting with their political

groups to be our primary area of actions, because there are often dynamics

and interests that go against our goals. Because of this, the institutional aspect

is another tool, but it's not the most important one that we have. We don't
dismiss it, but we still don't put it at the top of our priorities because it's easy to
fixate on meetings with whatever political actor and forget any other work.

What do you think about the cooperative housing
models like Entrepatios or Trabensol?

Javier: Although we're fighting for housing to be outside of the market, we
understand that it's much better for a housing cooperative to take over the
management of a building than a vulture fund or a speculating rentier who has
inherited it along with four other buildings. We're in contact and share space
with cooperative entities in Barcelona and Catalonia. Recently, there has been a
European campaign that was finally suspended, Housing for All, that worked to
change the European legislative framework and push them to build more public
housing and create more opportunities to expand the playing field for public
housing. In those spaces and others, we have coincided with third sector entities,
cooperatives, and more. It isn't our playing field, but we don't think it does anything
bad, and it's a much more viable alternative than the speculative model.

The Spanish government just published the index of rent
prices. How was this news received within the union.

Rodrigo: We received it well since it proposes breaking up the monopoly of information
that Idealista.com holds. We think that it's something that should have been done a
long time ago, and the market requires more information because the institutional
actors don't even have this information when it comes to being able to make
decisions. We also think that this index demonstrates the gravity of the rent market.
The prices reflected don't align with the incomes of people in the same zones.

Javier: It's a good first step, but the second step has to be lowering rent prices. An
index by itself can only be a good thing if it's used to pay rents. Surely tomorrow-
it can literally be tomorrow, because the rent bubble we live does not sustain
itself- if the prices fall, a rentier can use the index as a pretext to try to maintain
its prices, because the index marks the bubble’s prices. Because of this, the index
doesn't necessarily have a positive effect. Was it a first step that had to be taken?
Yes, because the information has to be there. But we'll see what happens.

How would you explain the following concepts?
Rodrigo: Vulture funds have come to be a prime example of how housing has

become a commodity as opposed to a right; they view real estate as selling
housing for the highest prices possible and ignore the conditions of the tenants.
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Touristic Apartments-

Javier: A touristic apartment is a legal or illegal way to take a home that could be for
the residents and workers of a certain neighborhood off of the market. The rents are
also taken away in order to promote tourism. So, it's essentially an apartment that could
be dedicated to social rent but instead is now empty due to a decrease in tourism.

Social Rent-

Javier: A social rent is a rent whose price is not fixed by the market, rather by
a person’s income. It's something that should be more common, since it's an
alternative for people that can't afford the inflated market rent prices.

Mobbing or Real-Estate Assault-

Javier: The Catalonian Housing Law defines it well. Essentially, it's a series of practices
through which the rentier tries to evict a tenant, who can be, for example, a person
that has an outdated lease and thus pays a lot less than the current market price.

Real-Estate Bubble-

Rodrigo: A real estate bubble would be when housing prices constantly and
speculatively rise independently from what's happening in terms of income, supply,
and demand. In the bubble that we have seen from the past few years and in 2013, for
example, the rent prices in 50% percent of the city of Barcelona have increased, even
though there hasn't been an increase in demand, nor an increase in people’s incomes.

What does it mean for the union to grow in a non-capitalist sense? Rodrigo:

| would say that it means growing in social capital and human capital;
strengthening the union and increasing its capacity to work, protect one another,
face common enemies, all regardless of our origin and material conditions. This
entails recognizing our common interest of having roofs over our heads.

Javier: [This also involves] changing the narrative surrounding what it means
to live by rent and recognizing the need to take back our rights.

Do you know of other Spanish tenant unions? Is there a formal
coordination between these groups at a national level?

Javier: In the country, there exist other tenant unions besides us. In terms

of coordination, however, we're all autonomous. There doesn’t exist a

certain level of material organization or association; there isn't a joint
association, but we do spend time coordinating, sharing ideas, and evaluating
ourselves and the lessons we've learned with groups from Madrid, Malaga,
Ibiza, Mallorca, Gran Canary, Granada, and Vigo and Zaragoza.
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There isn't a strict structure of coordination, but we do have monthly meetings,
and in the fall, we'll probably have our first reunion. In fact, we're trying to figure
out the date this week. With all of the uncertainty there is, we have seen the
necessity of meeting and debating face to face. | say debate because in the end,
there are a lot of questions that we have not yet sat down to think about or
debate with all of the possibilities of open discussion and addressing the most
important things, which is what we normally do in these monthly meetings.

Taking into account all of the adverse conditions that we have had to suffer
through under capitalism and the climate of political discontent, what
Kkeeps you going or what keeps the work that the union does going?

Javier: For me, the union and, in general, the housing movement and the neighborhood
unions along with the PAH, are not only a place that people approach with any

serious housing problem, but a place in which you begin to form a network. This

sense of belonging removes us a little bit from the meritocratic, capitalist, neoliberal
world and its individualistic ideology that separates us from one another. Becoming

a part of the union or the network of housing movements in Catalonia not only

means solving housing problems, but it also means leaving behind this individualism
and assuming that the problems that we have are not individual, rather collective.

Rodrigo: | also think it's something really personal. In my case, it would be
more about recognizing that being part of the union gives me the opportunity
to change another person’s material conditions and in a general sense

allows me to contribute to changes in the current housing situation for

the better. These possibilities would not exist at an individual level.
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