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"Yo no creo que los libros los escriban los o las autores 
individuales, creo más bien que hay zonas de la sociedad 
-a veces en conflicto- que escriben a través de ellos". 

Belén Gopegui, 

 
"Cuando dicen imposible y respondemos estamos en ello."

Palmar Álvarez.Blanco

 
 

En ruta con el Común. Archivo y memoria de 
una posible constelación (2017-2019)

“A society will be more or less democratic in proportion to how much 
it relies on a communal development that improves the relations, the 
contacts, and the involvement of the populace in public affairs.” 

(Diálogos sobre el Oikos, José Manuel Naredo)
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Constelación
de los Comunes

First Accords

Palmar Álvarez-Blanco (Carleton College)

Translated by Thomas Gatewood

Relational culture: Tools for traversing systems

This book compiles the second phase of a journey and research project that started 
in 2014. Initially, the focus lay in mapping and constellating current practices of 
the Commons in order to understand how this system, upon which the viability of 
sustainable, just, and equitable life on this planet depends, functions. Following 
the logic of the Commons, the idea was that this research project should be 
carried out in collaboration with involved self-managed communities of practice 
and that its purpose should be to illuminate situated knowledge, involved with 
and applied to the very process being documented. This knowledge was also 
meant to be publicly accessible. The project’s print-on-demand option allowed 
each person to be responsible for funding the work involved in reproducing 
its content on paper. That same text can be consulted in open access in the 
digital archive of the Constellation, from which it can be downloaded.

That first venture into the system of citizen support surrounding the Commons 
was followed by a second journey, which is the subject of this second book, edited 
again in collaboration with La Voragine. On this occasion, following the same 
logic, we sought to examine the system of the Commons in terms of its economic 
practice, evaluating its manifestations in a variety of sectors: fiscal justice, ethical 
finance and banking, the social market, the teaching of economics, cooperativism, 
the defense of agrarian commons and their bodies of governance, etc. A reading 
of this collection of accounts gets right to the heart of the Commons and to the 
instruments of the eco-feminist social and solidarity economy. This volume can be 
consulted in open access in the digital archive of the Constellation of the Commons.

Once again, the idea was that these practices spoke to us and that through these 
accounts we could expand and qualify a series of ideas related to the field of 
economics in general; that is, to the management, government, and administration of 
common resources or of those belonging to the general interest. Likewise, we wanted 
to contemplate how this social science within the system of the Commons functions 
as well as consider its particular way of organizing the connection, governance, 
administration, and management of resources in conjunction with our aspiration to 
be radically democratic. In this part of the journey, some of the questions were the 
following: What are we talking about when we discuss economics within the system 
of the Commons? Is it a fair, equitable, sustainable system? What is its purpose? What 
tools are required to establish it? What influences from this system can we already 
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find in our current reality? To whom does the administration, management, and 
governance of common resources or resources of the general interest correspond?

It was also based on the premise that there has been a theoretical atrophy in both 
the study and teaching of classical economics and the political economy by which 
global operations have been subjected to orthodox capitalist principles. This means, 
among other things, that everything is depicted in terms of exploiting labor and natural 
resources as a way to accumulate capital in pursuit of unlimited exponential growth. 
The current state of this system is unsustainable within biophysical and planetary 
limits. To understand this ideological blockade we must analyze the closed-minded 
nature of the capitalist system and the interests of the ownership class, which controls 
the means of production, and how that class supports the system’s existence.

From a cultural perspective, the capitalist system manifests itself through its 
never-ending production of products and services aimed at satisfying our desire 
for well-being. It could be said that capitalism exhibits itself in utopian-idealistic, 
hyperbolic, and spectacular behaviors, as well as through the development of new 
fantasies, whose ultimate purpose is to maintain the system itself, in the form of 
new innovations: the metaverse, life online, cryptocurrency, life on Mars, etc.

Similar to what happens in a stagnant pond, bacteria, parasites, and viruses harmful 
to the life of animals and people proliferate within the capitalist system. It becomes 
difficult to discern the real meaning of dangers on the horizon, precisely because 
capitalism is such an exploitative and life-destroying system. You might smell the 
smoke, but you won’t leave your home until the fire reaches your door. This is 
because the warning signs that reach us are neither related nor contextualized 
within the experience of everyday life. For that reason, as human beings, we do 
not react to them. Warnings that we will run out of fresh water or oil are seen 
as being blown out-of-proportion with respect to everyday life, and thus they 
generate little attention. It could be said that the self-centeredness encouraged 
by the capitalist paradigm does not allow us to see “the beam in our own eye.”

When it comes to depicting an event and measuring its impact, scale matters. This is 
especially true if we are talking about complex systemic problems of micro-, meso-
, and macro-global scope. In this context, at the same time that an apocalyptic 
discourse that proclaims the end of life on planet Earth has been normalized, the 
appearance of seemingly magical technological solutions is never far behind. This 
problem, which relates to how this flawed system is perceived and represented, also 
includes a process of desensitization from cultural and media sources that results 
from too much exposure to alarmist and techno-optimist perspectives. In this context, 
it becomes difficult to hear the whispers of critical and practical reasoning, which 
offers political and economic alternatives that are democratic and truly utopian. It is 
also the case that, because of the all-encompassing reach of capitalist culture, these 
types of reasoning are often perceived as anomalies or anachronisms, simply because 
they do not fit into the capitalist ideological framework that has been imposed.

As the set of interviews transcribed in this book documents, we already know 
what to do to get out of the predicament in which we find ourselves, but liberation 
requires more than just knowledge of the system itself. As with smoke from a fire, 
having an idea of what is wrong does not always guarantee progress towards 
finding a solution. Progress, in fact, usually results from direct interpellation, that 
is, from explaining how that which is presented as a global problem can harm 
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or benefit us directly, on both a micro- and macro-political level as well as on an 
individual and collective level. Within the cultural system of the Commons, we speak 
of bringing the production of knowledge about a flawed system together with 
practical proposals that are capable of translating solutions for global problems 
into political, economic, cultural, legal, etc. tools. This suggests that liberation from 
the current system depends not only on the knowledge acquired about what does 
not work but also on the resolve that people acquire from that very process of 
emancipation. That is the reason why in the Commons we speak of a relational 
culture that not only provides food for thought but also, and most importantly, 
invites us to join and participate responsibly in a process that is already underway.

	 The work of the CC also underscores the need to develop means of 
communication between local practices and their broader implications, which is 
the macro-political part. By emphasizing responsible participation and association, 
we are indeed making an ethical appeal that cannot remain solely at the level of 
small individual decisions. We need legislators and politicians capable of articulating 
programs and laws that fulfill this same responsibility. The future of the biosphere 
should not depend on the good will of individuals or on the existence of associations 
for its defense. This movement of citizen collectives gathered here exists because 
we lack a rule of law that is vigilant and that protects a full array of ecosocial rights. 
Once we reach the day in which we live in a real utopia, this effort of citizen self-
organization will no longer be necessary. Individual actions are obviously necessary but 
the global system can only change with collective action, with networking, and with the 
aggregation of organizations and people who work together to build a public network.

Relational culture plays its part by weaving together useful stories and representations. 
These provide ways to understand a complex reality by analyzing the elements 
it is composed of and the relationship between those elements. In this second 
book of the CC, we have arranged a variety of concepts in a constellar framework 
in order to establish their meanings in accordance with the possible relationships 
that the people interviewed establish between them. What does fiscal justice have 
to do with job insecurity or with tax increases? What happens when we apply an 
“ethical” barometer to the concept of banking or finance? How does a working 
class family benefit when a municipality supports the growth of a social market? 
What relationships can we establish between the demands of the market and 
the educational plans dictated by a government ministry? Thinking relationally 
about a system requires sharpening the senses, observing carefully, and trying 
to understand that the function of what is described to us – an ethical bank or 
financial system, a fair tax system, a comprehensive educational system – depends 
of the behavior of its elements and the flows of information in and out of it.

What is shared by Economistas sin Fronteras, el Mercado Social, la Red de 
Economía Social y Solidaria, la Plataforma por la justicia fiscal, la Red ibérica 
de ecoaldeas, Coop57, Solabria, La Ortiga colectiva, Finanzas éticas y solidarias, 
Fiare, la Federación nacional de Consejos, Territorio Doméstico, el Sindicato de 
Llogateres and the Sindicato de vendedores ambulantes, cooperatives like La 
huella verde or educational cooperatives like XXK, Fuhem, El Laav, Unha Gran 
Burla Negra, etc…is that there is a clear point of departure and a clear response 
to the imposition of a closed economic system that annuls, erases, and negatively 
stigmatizes any option that stands in the way of presenting its own domineering 
existence as the only reality. Obviously, these are not all the practices that should 
be present, nor do all of these interviews represent all the possibilities; however, 
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this meta-theoretical corpus of conversations with the protagonists of an ongoing 
transformation provides enough clues to understand where to go from here.

Why is it important that we think in terms of systems?

I work as a university professor and in one of the classes I teach, entitled “Capitalism, 
Culture and the Commons: If not capitalism then what?,” what often happens 
is that someone will raise their hand and ask why it is necessary to make this 
transition. That is, why not reform capitalism and fix its failures? This response is 
extremely interesting because of its implicit assumptions. First, it is understood 
that capitalism is the only possible system, and, secondly, it is thought of as an 
object that can be repaired just the same as a telephone or a television set.

Surely, at some point in time, we have all imagined the possibility of “fixing” 
capitalism without realizing that the very idea implies a conservative reformism 
of a reactionary liberal nature. When this question appears in my course, I usually 
answer that, if we were to “fix” capitalism so that it would indeed be a democratic, 
sustainable, just, and equitable system, we would alter its behavior, and therefore, 
its function. By doing so, we would have transformed the raison d’être of this 
system, turning capitalism into something else. It soon becomes clear that what is 
at stake is the validity of a system on which life on this planet depends. It is not a 
matter of looking for moral or individual solutions but of learning to regulate and 
balance flows, to think about long-term effects and ways to replenish reserves. 
In that case, we start to realize that we are thinking of capitalism as a system.

At some point in this explanation, the techno-optimistic point of view also rears its 
head to declare that technological and scientific advances are working against the 
clock in order to produce renewable energies, desalinate sea water, enable life on Mars, 
and so on. This list of possibilities may, for a moment, seem enticing. The problem is 
that none of these answers alters the fundamental principle of a destructive system 
that is oriented towards the accumulation of capital and that prioritizes exponential 
growth. These imagined techno-optimist solutions seem to require a consumption 
of resources and energy that we do not have; at the same time, these solutions are 
also out of reach for a social majority. While we are imagining the next step, time is 
running out and migratory displacements are accelerating due to climate change. The 
planet’s south is desertifying while its north thaws. With or without techno-optimism, 
the problem remains that there is a significant lag in the replenishment of our nearly 
depleted resources. Imagining a system without considering the biophysical limits of 
humans, and of the planet, brings us back again and again to the same place. From 
Icarus to the disconsolate Sisyphus, human beings seem to keep falling into the same 
utopian, mythical, and nostalgic stumbling block of thinking beyond our mortal limits.

“Well, what do we do, then?”, I will hear someone ask. I answer this question by 
dedicating a number of sessions to thinking relationally about the systemic causes 
of the problems that beset us. In these sessions, we learn to think of ourselves 
as part of the very system we are trying to abandon and annihilate. Capitalism, in 
its colonizing and phagocytic movements, always walks in opposite directions, I 
tell them, moving both towards and away from people. At the same time, so that 
we do not lose all hope before staring into the abyss, I open our field of vision 
to a horizon of alternatives by asking the group to listen to the stories coming 
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from the Constellation of the Commons. Each practical experience allows us to 
discover the true face of capitalism while discovering another possible system, an 
organic force that gives life and sustains life; a legacy with an ancestral visage.

The course is designed as if it were a rite of passage and in the cognitive 
transition that the exposure to these materials provokes, we also become 
aware that it is easier to recognize the elements of the systems than their 
interrelationships (implicit and explicit). That is why we emphasize the 
importance of awakening our attention, of drawing on critical historical 
memory, and of never losing sight of the reasons to remain hopeful.

We learn to think about the visible and invisible parts of the system and we 
arrive at the fundamental structure of a capitalism that, up to that moment, 
many people in the course believed to be as natural as the air we breathe and 
as logical as the idea of progress, as part of a natural evolutionary process. The 
archive of the Constellation of the Commons is recording the pace of that transition 
and as we go deeper into this constellation, we are offered keys to understand 
this other system that is being drawn up. There are always those who question 
this approach. What are we talking about when we speak of systems? Why is it 
important to think in terms of systems? What does thinking in terms of systems 
have to do with the pending structural transformation? What kind of systems are 
the capitalist system and the system of the Commons? How do they differ?

To answer these questions, I often turn to the teachings of Donella Meadows, 
a scientist, environmentalist, and Club of Rome participant. Through her 
examples, we come to understand that a system “is not a collection of parts 
[but] a set of interrelated elements, coherently organized to achieve an end” 
(Meadows 27). Systems are much more than the sum of their parts, meaning 
that any reductionist analytical approach will result in distorted conclusions.

The behavior of systems can show us that they are “adaptive, dynamic, seek 
their own ends, conserve themselves and, in some cases, evolve” (Meadows 
28). This, in itself, is good news because it not only indicates that systems can 
change but also confirms that human beings have the capacity to generate, 
implement, and recreate systems when one is found to be wrong. To further 
ground the definition of a system, Meadows advises paying attention to three 
components: the elements, the interconnections, and the purpose – if the system 
is human – or the function – if the system is nonhuman (Meadows 11-15).

When thinking about the field of interrelationships – the matter that makes up 
relational culture – one must consider that these can be both visible and invisible. 
In the same way, they function correctly only when there are good interconnections 
– that is, when the system enables their entrance by being a system open to 
its own occurrence. In this sense, a healthy system will be one that manages to 
maintain the balance between its organizational autonomy and its becoming or 
process of change, which is only possible when new information is allowed to enter. 
The current regime of capitalist wage relations and capital accumulation prevents 
any other expressive form of life. In other words, it is akin to a stagnant pond.

If we want to understand the function and purpose of a system, it is important to 
look at its behavior. For example, a government that invests more in armaments than 
in environmental protections or in the care of its most vulnerable populations tells 
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us a lot about the function of that system. At the same time, the life of, and within, 
a given system depends on two factors: stocks and flows. By stock we mean “the 
foundation of any system” (seeds, water, shared knowledge, etc.); these are usually 
formed from “the elements that one can see, touch, count, or measure at a given time 
(...) a deposit, a quantity of material or information that has accumulated over time” 
(Meadows 36). Stocks fluctuate over time, changing through flows in a dynamic of 
inflow and outflow of matter and information. They can be tangible and intangible: life 
energy, rain, water from a dam, the growth of trees, etc. Therefore, stocks represent 
“the current memory of the history of a variation of the system’s flows” (36).

Meadows explains that our human mind “finds it easier to pay attention to stocks than 
to flows and, to make matters worse, we tend to focus more on what flows in than 
on what flows out” (37). For example, we pay more attention to discoveries of new 
ways of producing energy than to ways of saving it; we do not consider long-term 
impacts when thinking about decreasing consumption or rates of resource depletion. 
Nor do we usually look at the time factor, and this piece is essential because no 
solution can be instantaneous since “stocks are gradually filled and emptied” (42). 
Four consecutive days of rain will not solve the drought in the Doñana wetlands, 
nor will they fill the reservoirs. Any change in the stocks of a system sets the pace of 
the dynamics of that system (42). Likewise, increasing a stock can be achieved both 
by increasing the inflow and reducing the outflow (75). As my grandmother used 
to say, our savings are the only guarantee that we will be able to eat tomorrow.

With respect to the feedback flows or loops necessary to guarantee life 
within a system, there are two types: those that strengthen and those that 
counteract. Meadows states that the correct functioning of these control 
mechanisms depends on keeping stocks leveled. Their function, therefore, 
is to monitor the level of the stock in a process of correcting its level.

In the event that one flow dominates the other or exerts a greater influence on 
the system, it is said that the flow determines the behavior of that system. In 
the capitalist system, for example, we observe the predominance of continuous 
feedback loops and the result is exponential growth that does not account for 
biophysical or planetary limits. We produce and consume without thinking about 
tomorrow. We are confronting a flawed system as a result of the predominance of 
a single feedback loop. By not taking into account the depletion of stocks, and the 
length of time it takes to replace them, the capitalist system is extinguishing life on 
this planet by eliminating the resources needed to produce the energy that fuels 
the chain of production, distribution, and consumption of goods and services.

When this happens, the system is said to have lost its capacity to be 
resilient, as well as its capacity for autonomous organization. This context 
is also expressed through anomalies in the hierarchical organization, 
the purpose of which is to take charge of adequately distributing 
information for the correct functioning of all life within the system.

Capitalism is the anomaly, the cancer that alters the behavior of life on this planet. 
A social minority that owns the means of production and power has imposed itself 
on the rest. When this social sector occupies a dominant position, it frees itself 
from its hierarchical-relational function, distinguishing itself within the system and 
imposing itself on other groups. “When the objectives of a subsystem are imposed 
on those of the system as a whole, the resulting behavior is called suboptimization 
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(...) Equally as damaging as suboptimization is the problem of an excess of central 
control” (Meadows 118). When a cancerous cell ceases to fulfill its role within the 
system it imposes its behavior by altering the entire purpose or function of the 
system. Cancer, once manifested, offers no other solution than its annihilation.

Capitalism is not a flaw in the system; it is a flawed system.

Meadows describes our current moment as follows, anticipating 
some of the central flaws of the capitalist system:

We live in an exaggerated present: we pay too much attention to the 
present and too little to the past. We concentrate on current events to the 
detriment of short-term behavior. We ignore the future to the extent that it 
is completely meaningless from an economic and ecological point of view. 
That means that we do not even make decisions that would optimize our 
personal benefit, let alone the good of the system as a whole (149).

As I indicated earlier with the example of a cancerous cell, one of the problems of 
the capitalist system is that it is dominated by reinforcing feedback loops or flows 
that allow the exponential growth of some, but not all, stocks. During the COVID 
crisis, economist Richard Wolff pointed out how odd it was that none of the capitalist 
countries had invested significantly in sanitary equipment. Most of the capitalist 
countries lacked the reserves necessary to alleviate possible health emergency 
situations (devices, masks, respirators, etc.) even though they possessed all kinds 
of armaments for their military defense. The problem in the capitalist system is 
that only those reserves that are profitable, according to capitalist criteria, receive 
reinvestment and replenishment. This is the case, for example, of the terrestrial 
and space arms races, the nuclear and military arms races, at the cost of protecting 
other types of reserves such as social and natural resources, pensions or any of 
the social measures that ensure a dignified and just life for the social majority. 

Another problem with the capitalist system has to do directly with the scant attention 
paid to long-term consequences and their impact on the depletion of reserves – 
think of droughts, for example. That we do not think about long-term consequences 
and system flows has to do, according to Meadows, with several factors prevalent 
in the capitalist system. For example, Meadows mentions the predominance of 
bounded rationality that expresses itself in the form of binary, reductionist, and 
essentialist representations. Bounded rationality predisposes one to think linearly 
in a world of nonlinear phenomena. To this factor, we must also add a conscious 
and unconscious state of disinformation and historical amnesia in a highly seductive 
media context that invites us to desire continued well-being without paying attention 
to the limits of this fiction. The absent-mindedness of attention, its constant 
entertainment with cultural tools of mass distraction, does not allow us to see the 
ubiquity of long-term consequences. Only when a resource disappears do we pay 
attention – dams, reservoirs, and rivers without water; forests without trees; rising 
temperatures; thousands of people risking their lives to reach the Global North, etc. 
Meanwhile, in the media and on social networks, events are perceived individually, 
as isolated, depoliticized, and dehistoricized phenomena. Their relationship to 
systemic causes is ignored and only the solution to these symptoms is mentioned.
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One last problem related to the order of perception and interpretation has to do 
with the difficulty of closely examining the system we inhabit. Capitalism is not 
only a political, economic, legal, social, and educational system; it is also a cultural 
system that reproduces itself subjectively within each person, predisposing them 
to a certain state of perception and interpretation. Resembling the behavior of 
a cancerous cell, this subjectivity reproduces itself through capitalist ways of 
being and of existing in the world, through ways of learning and knowing, and 
through an exploitative, utilitarian, and discriminatory system of relationships.

One of the cultural and educational challenges of our time is teaching ourselves to 
examine the extent to which each one of us, as inhabitants of this planet, serves as a 
continuation and a carrier of that same cancer. By imposing itself as the only possible 
system, capitalism not only intoxicates and permeates us but also ends up being the air 
we breathe, the earth we walk on, and the temporal experience we perceive. Because 
of its global imposition, there is nothing outside of capitalism just as there is nothing 
outside of its power. All this being true, if we pay enough attention, we can still find the 
manifestation of another kind of system, such as that of the Commons, for example.

Someone in class usually asks why we never hear about this other system. The 
answer is simple if you consider it in historical terms. In the process of imposing 
itself, the capitalist system, similar to cancer, is eliminating other operational 
functions in the system. The progressive elimination of the Commons as a viable 
system, as well as its minimization to an obsolete remnant of a bygone era, 
limits the possibilities for managing common resources to two options: private 
and state management – with the latter being increasingly trimmed back by the 
interference of capitalist power. In both cases, the social majority is excluded 
from the decision-making processes of managing, governing, and administering 
those same common resources and services belonging to the general interest.

Across Spanish history, it is easy to document the different phases of the development 
of this cancer. Beginning with the National Stabilization Plan of 1953, the impact of 
the Chicago School has been felt in the steady conversion of Spain into a laboratory 
of orthodox economics, first liberal and then, from the 1990’s onwards, neo-liberal. 
The industrial and rural economy has been dismantled; the world of labor unions, 
community organizations, and cooperatives has vanished; the service economy has 
been strengthened, resulting in a huge real estate bubble that burst in 2008 with the 
subprime loan crisis. The economics of capitalist austerity has grown into a scientific 
field and been used to carve out these institutions. The solution to a flawed system 
has been left in the hands of financial and economic experts. This heralds the end of 
politics with a capital P. One of the results of this process is the closing of this system 
to any interventions that could possibly alter its agonizing behavior. This results in 
austerity to the point of almost completely eliminating compensatory social policies for 
certain reserves, which leads to greater insecurity in the living conditions of the working 
class, the social dependent majority, and to a savage race to exploit natural resources.

In this history, it is important to draw on Mark Aguirre to examine the primary 
cause of the political decline of the left, one that was committed to equity and 
social justice as a political tool of social democracy. This fact is explained in detail 
in Social Democracy: When and How it Ceased to be Left-Wing (2020). As detailed 
in this essay, the left’s renunciation of intervention in the system through direct 
action was essential for the advancement of capitalist political-economic measures 
of a liberal and neoliberal nature, as well as for the formation of a bourgeois 
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government to defend the interests of its class. Many of the global problems we 
are experiencing are the result of the decline of social democracy and the left’s turn 
toward neoconservativism at the end of the 20th century. Likewise, this conservative 
turn can be explained, among other factors, by an electoral shortsightedness that 
is characteristic of the political activity of our time. Politics exists to win elections, 
not to transform the system. Finally, the capitalization of the left, the only political 
tool of social democracy, has negative repercussions on the great reserve that is the 
social welfare system. This movement towards privatizing resources and services 
has been overseen with the permission of the ruling political class. They have been 
clamoring for it for a long time through the international capitalist network of ATLAS 
NETWORK; it has become a question of choosing between “Socialism or Freedom”.

As a consequence of the left’s turn towards liberal capitalism, social democracy is 
left without its own political instruments; it is within this framework that capitalist 
power has found its opportunity and has gained ground. According to Aguirre, this 
fact unleashes other important phenomena. These include a loss of confidence within 
the social base of the industrial and rural working class and the renewed faith of 
a bourgeois class that believes it is safe because it has the possibility of achieving 
social mobility. In this context, the capitalist system is reinforced with a majority of 
social support and is left in the hands of a market economic policy that dictates the 
course of life and its events. We speak of a capitalist world as if we have reached the 
end of an imperialist colonization and one world system has won out over the rest.

This state of affairs was accepted until an insecure working class was awakened 
in 2008 by situations of crisis in the economic arena, as well as in representative, 
legal, and epidemiological politics. Citizen mobilizations awakened historical 
memory and attention and in their various occupations of streets and squares 
it came to be understood that the capitalist system was the problem and 
that to escape it economic, cultural, educational, and legal tools were needed 
to help eliminate the system both inside and outside of people. At that 
moment, the echo of the Commons began to reverberate as a just, ecologically 
sustainable, and equitable system, designed to protect and guarantee the 
sustenance of just and dignified life for all beings as well as for the planet.

Rediscovering the Commons.

Whenever I have to explain the differences between the two systems – the capitalist 
and the Commons – I start by pointing out that capitalism and the Commons are 
not antagonistic systems; rather, they are two systems with very different functions 
and behaviors. As Joaquín Romano explains in our interview with La Huella Verde, 
the key is to analyze what language we use to describe each systems’ functions. If 
we review the etymology of the words, we are reminded that economy and ecology 
share the same root “eco,” which refers to “home”; in the word “economy” the root 
“nomia” further stresses the aspect of administration while in the word ecology, “logia” 
underlines the importance of caretaking, The capitalist economy cannot be described 
as ecological or democratic because its raison d’être is to extract resources and exploit 
wages for accumulative purposes that benefit a powerful minority that owns the 
means of production. Certainly, we often hear talk of a “green” capitalist economy or 
one based on renewable energies; the problem remains the same – green or not, it 
is never a question of intervening in the behavior of the system but rather of finding 
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enough energy to continue producing at the same rate and with the same ferocity.

Within the system of the Commons, the economy or administration of this “home” is, by 
necessity, ecological and is done in a democratic manner. It is a common responsibility 
for which everyone is accountable. The administration of the reserves is inherently 
destined to the care of the future and preservation of those resources. Only what is 
needed is taken and ways are sought to replenish what is used. The resources can not 
be exploited as private property and thus the earth, outer space, resources in general, 
are all conceived as part of a great communal space of which human beings serve as 
the custodial agent. Justice, equity, solidarity, and sustainability are the principles that 
determine the behavior of all the elements of the system. Those of us who study the 
Commons in its various manifestations usually use the verb “to commune” to describe 
its ecosystem. Within this framework, which we understand as an open process 
requiring constant democratic adjustment, the idea of private property over common 
resources is seen as an exercise and practice of shared responsibility, as an exercise 
of stewardship and preservation. Such co-responsibility implies the right and duty to 
care for the Commons, guaranteeing the conditions for the sustainability of life on the 
planet and respect for its legacy. In this sense, the system of the Commons functions 
as a mechanism of defense and protection. On the other hand, its sustainability 
depends on the continuous adjustment and implementation of mechanisms for 
ensuring the equitable distribution of resources, which resolves the problematic 
situations of competition and exclusion that are present in any social system.

Inhabiting the system of the Commons means remembering that the function of 
politics and economics is to pursue democratic aspirations; it also implies perceiving 
existence, possession, and cohabitation in terms of “in relation to” and “with”. This 
type of relationship is based on two systemic principles that have been eliminated 
in the capitalist system: interdependence and eco-dependence. Both principles 
obey symbiotic laws whose implementation guarantees the balance of life in all the 
subsystems that make up the system, as well as of all the organisms that inhabit it.

In order to guarantee the resilience of the system, a series of radically democratic 
measures and regulations must be applied. For example, it must be recognized that 
every being is by nature vulnerable, and, therefore, requires a system of care to ensure 
its preservation. This system is applied to provide a full and dignified development of 
all the dimensions in which life develops – political, social, cultural, existential, organic, 
economic, intellectual, etc. It must be understood that this system of care has to be 
manifested in guarantees and rights – laws, regulations. These characteristics ensure 
access to the conditions – material resources, work, and services – that are necessary 
and sufficient for each being to live a full and dignified life – to be able to develop 
to its fullest potential. At the same time, care must always be taken to preserve 
the framework of relationships with other beings and with their environment. 

The reason this system behaves this way is that it protects life and guarantees the 
equilibrium of and among all organisms that inhabit it in its different subsystems. To 
this end, the necessary political conditions are prioritized so that no group can impose 
itself on the rest and, to paraphrase Meadows, so that the original purpose of the 
hierarchical function can be recovered. This could be translated into the creation of 
an equitable and fair system of governance and relationships – without social classes 
– that allows each person to contribute to the optimal functioning of the whole in 
accordance with their capabilities and conditions. As I pointed out earlier, quoting 
Meadows, it is when a cell frees itself from its hierarchical function and begins to 
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multiply out of control that cancer appears. It is for this reason that in the Commons 
the forms of government carefully optimize the representation of all the parties 
involved by adopting measures that ensure their participation. The interdependent 
autonomy of each subsystem involved has to be recognized, with the understanding 
that each exists in relation to, and always dedicated to, taking care of the whole:

For a system to be profoundly functional, the hierarchy must achieve 
a balance between the welfare, freedoms, and responsibilities of the 
subsystems and the overall system. Of the overall system: sufficient central 
control must be exercised to achieve a coordination aimed at attaining 
the overall objective of the system, and sufficient autonomy must be 
granted to ensure that all the subsystems prosper, function, and can 

organize themselves autonomously (Meadows 119).

With the financial crisis of 2008, an awakening of organized citizenship began to 
proliferate in the forms of the Spanish 15-M, the Arab Spring, the Occupy movement, 
the Chilean mobilization movement of 2008-2012, the #YoSoy132 movement in 
Mexico, etc. All of these instances of collective protest demanded an ecological, 
political, and economic system in the sense noted above; these protests were 
soon followed by ecofeminist demands and within the active field of the ecological 
economy an entire network of care was extended to any human being in need 
to ensure they could live and die with dignity. In this context, we also saw the 
resurgence of self-managed forms of citizen organization, many of which inhabit the 
Constellation. It is increasingly becoming clear that emancipation from this system 
requires a new political shift that puts an end to the theoretically reductionist and 
essentialist conceptualization of the world seen only through a capitalist lens.

New political parties are emerging on the left and on the right, putting an end to 
capitalist bipartisanship. The protests of this period are also being heard, including calls 
for constitutional reforms, such as in Ecuador and Bolivia where land is being discussed 
as a question of rights. Many have realized that the theoretical tools themselves need 
to undergo a self-critical exercise to determine their own blind spots and expand 
their horizons and perspectives of what is possible. The whole system has started 
to be questioned and certain citizen sectors begin to exert pressure from a state of 
progressive awareness and a systemic knowledge of the causes of these problems.

Despite what many in the media have said, and continue to say, to defend 
the powers that be, these citizen protests did not end when the streets 
and squares were vacated; in some cases, the strategy shifted to creating 
continued and informed patterns of citizen self-organization, self-managed 
collectives and communities of practice borne out of the system of the 
Commons. What happened in the streets moved to neighborhoods as well as 
to consciences. And with the birth of each new collective a fragment of memory 
reappeared that had the potential to nurture the cell of another system.

Someone tends to ask if the Commons are the Plan B of this story. At this 
point in the course, we begin to explore one by one the practices collected in 
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this second book of the Constellation. No, they are not Plan B, nor is that their 
intention. They are just another link in the chain of a search for solutions. Talking 
about possibilities based on proof and practical reasoning is convincing and, in 
times of disdain and distrust, it becomes necessary to see it to believe it.

The system of the Commons, a possible destination?

At the beginning of this text, I stated that this book compiles the second phase of 
the research conducted by the Constellation of the Commons. This time, I resolved 
to duly attack the capitalist system, that is, to analyze it based on its own economic 
practice while, at the same time, proposing another series of possible theorizations 
and interrelations between elements coming from that other system – that of the 
Commons. The people gathered in this book contribute their analysis of the orthodox 
economy – the predominant one in the capitalist system – allowing for a sort of 
frontline defense that is bolstered with practical applications. The reality of ethical 
banking and ethical finance; the existence of networks of ecovillages and open 
councils; the opening of social markets, of working cooperatives; the defense of fiscal 
justice, etc. – all these elements appear in the capitalist system in an interconnected 
way and are intended to transform the purpose and function of the current system. 
They speak to us of another type of flow and another way of taking care of stocks. 
Obviously, their presence does not guarantee the alteration of the current system. 
Whether this happens requires that these changes at a micro- and macro-political 
level are propagated further, allowing for the relations and purposes of the system 
to change. It is said that a system changes when it is no longer recognizable. That is 
because its behavior changes – relationships and purposes are altered. In this view, 
there is no shortage of political leadership that can change the rules of the political 
and economic game by orienting the functioning of the system in a different direction.

While we manage to configure a political tool strong enough to turn the rudder 
towards social democracy, the communities of practice and the collectives revolving 
around the Commons carry out the important task of translating everyday problems 
that need to be solved. They are setting an example through small steps. For example, 
a bank that ceases to be a private for-profit business and becomes a point of social 
support; a group of law professors fighting to end tax shelters; economists advocating 
for a care and ecological economy, and so on. All the practices gathered in the 
Constellation of the Commons are anomalies within the current system and through 
their reproduction and interconnection they nurture the soil needed for change to 
sprout from within this system. There will be those who believe that all this human 
energy should concentrate its activity on supporting change in the political sphere. 
Maybe they are right. Or, maybe it is necessary because it becomes essential not only to 
free oneself from the system but also to work on building the foundations of the future.

The work of this archive and testimonial cartographic practice seeks to support 
that transition. It is an echo of a hermeneutic project that manages in its 
expression and organization to create a constellation as well as dismantle the 
capitalist prescriptive framework and reorient the experience of the world towards 
the recognition of a regime of interdependencies where the objective and the 
subjective, the material and the spiritual, nature and technology are part of the 
same experience, constantly becoming part of possible relations of confluence.
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With each new star that we add, a system of the Commons grows that allows us 
to think about resilience and evolution from the interrelation of all the elements 
that have been collected. This library of interviews and practices indicate that 
we are not facing a new phenomenon but rather the updating of a pre-capitalist 
system that has resisted different historical onslaughts designed to eliminate it. The 
corpus of their practices functions as a sort of seed bank, providing experiences 
that clearly, concisely, and precisely herald the “strangeness” of the world to come 
as well as the meaninglessness of the present system. To the question, “where are 
we going?”, they answer, unequivocally, that in order to intuit that meaning it is 
necessary to explore other possible worlds by revisiting (self-)imposed meanings.

The group of people invited to be a part of this phase of the Constellation 
represent, consciously or unconsciously, a common front and a common 
effort to test a world beyond the imposed borders. The rehearsal work of the 
collectives gathered here is always of and from their situation on the frontier.

Their open and democratic dimension makes them a place of “wanting to say” 
without determining; they can only be understood by walking alongside them 
and by trying to consider this alternative relationship. By reading this collection of 
testimonies, what one encounters is an intellectual provocation that encourages the 
interpretation and relationship of these proposals. Each person can develop their 
own constellation of sense and meanings depending on the questions they have.

The constellation as a whole, as a blow to capitalist fantasies and as a turning 
point, proposes what has been put into practice by each collective from its 
own proposal. As all the people interviewed explain, it is not only necessary to 
denounce capitalist closed-mindedness and hermeticism; it is also necessary to 
offer a response from the same practices of these other ways of understanding 
the economy in its relationship with politics and the law. In this case, the collusion 
between fields, sectors, tools, knowledge, tests, and systemic collapse folds in upon 
itself and, at the same time, offers itself as a gateway to the freedom needed to 
escape from the capitalist enclosure. Constructing and reconstructing are the two 
constants of this interpretative work wherein critical memory is combined with 
attention and hope as an exercise in protection and preservation. Consciousness 
becomes a reflective discourse on how to live a collective, sustainable, and 
worthwhile life. On this path of trial and error that is democratic practice, thought 
becomes action and vice versa; as the poet said, “the path is made by walking.” 

The Constellation of the Commons is not only a sounding board but also a short-
circuit practice and, according to Didi Huberman, resembles fireflies surviving a 
very dark night despite an abundance of neon lights. The political and ethical 
task of democratic exercise becomes a path of continuous and self-conscious 
reconstruction. A two-way path is required to be able to return to what has already 
been tread, when it is necessary to believe and trust again in the capacity of the 
imagined being. It requires joining together what has been separated as an attempt 
to illuminate other possibilities for the world, rethinking the notions of creativity, 
imagination, legacy, custody, property, and political and ethical intervention.

The practice of the collective recovers the possibility of techkne, that is, 
the human capacity for poietic endeavor in common, which is an inspiring 
characteristic. If capitalism is a human product, so is the solution to all of 
this madness. With each of the practices represented, the alternative is 
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recognized as a phenomenon and not as a classifiable, categorizable fact. As 
connections that are part of an event, each practice is revealed in itself, in and 
from its own being, but also in and from its relationship with the rest.

This experiential and practical sampling confirms, with a large amount of evidence, 
the existence of a relationship of interdependencies not exempt from a necessary 
dialectical tension that makes it impossible for senses and meanings to become fixed. 
The procedural world that is illuminated requires an integral conceptualization and 
a political, social, legal, educational, and cultural expression that recognizes its own 
transformation. The Constellation serves as a prognosis of a possible existence with the 
Commons. It is an invitation to resist the positivist, reductionist, essentialist, categorical, 
and taxonomic siren song. In the recounting of all these testimonies we hear the 
whispers of a socialism for the XXI century as well as of a social conscience that 
matures in the presence of these experiences of shared relationships. A conscience, 
in the words of Naredo, that considers that it is not enough to establish constitutions 
that enunciate citizens’ rights or that establish electoral and parliamentary games 
to close the way to despotism. A conscience that sees that society, whether we 
want it to or not, evolves by building and destroying social relations and individual 
behaviors that reinforce or dilute its communitarian development. A conscience 
that knows that a society whose communitarian dimension has been minimized 
will be unable to defend its right, nor to impose “the common good” in the face of 
the fanaticism of power and the rapacity of some (Diálogos sobre el Oikos 50).

The social democracy of the XXI century comes to us as a field that is not exempt 
from conflicts, ones that converge and pulsate at its core, connecting simultaneously 
what is thought and what is created together with what is to be reconstructed and 
interpreted. Within this framework, to paraphrase Naredo, the daily condemnation 
of any hint of despotism must not be absent, and for this the weight of an alert 
citizenry with institutional presence is necessary. Each of the stars of this Constellation 
of the Commons argues for the need to include the citizen element in the fragile 
democratic exercise. Its existence is analogous to that of the small fireflies, always 
illuminating the limits of represented fact, as well as constant questioning in the 
light of evidence. Everything points to the fact that we are facing the expression of 
a ritual and relational culture that communicates, through elements and practices, 
the need to traverse systems. Its presence accompanies us in a time of contempt 
where politically just ways of organizing life beyond capitalism and its closed-
mindedness are urgently needed. Who knows, maybe this whisper will become 
a collective rallying cry and will open the way to the time of the Commons.
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2017

Pandora Mirabilia
22 de marzo

ALCES XXI
1 de junio

Libros en acción
22 de junio

El Salto
22 de junio

Entrepatios
23 de junio

Teatro de Barrio
23 de junio

Arenero
24 de junio,

PAH
24 de junio

ColaBoraBora
26 de junio

Wikitoki
26 de junio

Argos
28 de junio

Santa Cleta
28 de junio

Zemos98
28 de junio

Ecologistas en Acción
5 de julio

La Selecta
14 de diciembre

Numax
14 de diciembre

Escola Unitaria
14 de diciembre

La Escalera
18 de diciembre

2018

Medialab Prado
3 de marzo

La Tremenda
5 de marzo

Metromuster
6 de marzo

Enmedio
6 de marzo 

OVNI
7 de marzo

Antic Teatre, Espai 
de Creació
7 de marzo

La Troca
8 de marzo

La Tribu Sugurú
11 de marzo

Escuela autogestionaria 
Arcadia
12 de junio 

Las Gildas
25 de junio 

La Ortiga 
26 de junio 

La Libre 
26 de junio

Asociación de Consumo 
Crítico Sosterra 
26 de junio

La Vorágine 
26 de junio

Colegio Vital Alsar
26 de junio

La Molinera
20 de julio

Casa de Respiro
22 de julio

Trabensol 
22 de julio 

Autofabricantes
24 de julio

Consume hasta morir
27 de junio

Antropoloops
9 de septiembre

Colegio San José Obrero
9 de septiembre

2019

Resistencia Films
18 de enero

Pasaje Seguro YA
19 de enero

Fundación de 
los Comunes
4 de marzo

La Bancada
Municipalista 
4 de marzo

2020

COOP57
16 de diciembre

Sindicat de Llogateras
13 de junio 

RED Eco aldeas
29 de agosto

2021

Guerrilla Translation
5 de mayo

Federación Nacional de 
Concejos	
10 de junio

Solabria
4 de septiembre

La Huella verde
23 de septiembre

FETS
13 de octubre

XXK
19 de octubre

Economistas sin 
Fronteras
29 de octubre

Historia Pública
14 de octubre

La Nave Va	
11 de noviembre 

Consciencia Afro	
18 de noviembre

Fuhem
19 de noviembre

Plataforma de 
justicia fiscal 
24 de noviembre

REAS y Mercado Social
26 de noviembre

LAAV
20 de noviembre

Sindicato Popular de 
Vendedores Ambulantes
6 de diciembre

Territorio Doméstico	
20 de diciembre

2022

Fiare
25 de enero 

Unha Gran Burla Negra 
17 de junio

La Ortiga Colectiva
20 de julio

2023

Asturias Ganadera
7 de julio

Asturias sostenible
8 de julio 

Iniciativa Comunales 
9 de julio
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Sindicat de

Llogateres



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

Javier: My name is Javi Sánchez. 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, I 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 Martínez, 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, I think this was the best fit for our social movement. 

Are you directly affected by the rent crisis? 

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

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

Date of the interview 

13 de junio, 2020

Location 

Barcelona, Spain

Collective’s’ name 

Sindicat de Llogateres

Name of the interviewee 

Javier Sánchez y 
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Interviewer 

Palmar Álvarez-Blanco 

Twitter 

@SindicatLloguer
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Javier: I 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: I 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 I 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 I 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 I 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: I 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: I 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 I 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 a result 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 



#31/ Constellation
 of the commonsSindicat de Llogateras

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 questions 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 I 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. I 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. I 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. 

I read 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 I 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 too?

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 I go to the Assembly and I have issues because 
they terminated my lease, there’s a ton of militants and people with their own similar 
experiences that I 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 I am 
affiliated, I 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 quota, 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: I 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: I 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. I 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, I 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. I understand the question 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 I 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 a list of 10 reasons that provide 
a rationale 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, I, as a household 
member, have to live; it’s a basic necessity. So, I will dedicate all of what I can from my 
salary to the rent, and the rest I will try to save as much as I 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 
I rent to a family for 700 euros, when I 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 Idealista.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; 
I 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 Comín 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 I 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. I 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 I 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 I am a part of the group that covers union action, and beyond the question 
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. 
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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: I 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: 
I 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, Málaga, 
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. I 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 
keeps 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: I 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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Where are you located, what is your name, and 
what is your relationship to this project?

My name is Xavi Teis, I’m in Barcelona, and I’m a working partner at 
Coop57. I’ve been working with this cooperative for seven years. 

When and where did Coop57 originate?

Coop57 came into being in Barcelona in 1995, but the process started 
taking shape ten years before that. As far as its origins, you could say 
it’s the child of a workers’ struggle that was taking place in 1986, when 
a publishing house called Burguera closed down. It was an important 
publisher in Spain and in Europe as a whole, I think the third most 
important publisher in Europe. As part of an expansion process, and 
in the context of an industrial crisis, the publishing house had to close, 
leaving almost a thousand workers jobless. Some of these workers 
refused to settle for a simple closure and compensation agreement, 
so they fought for the factory. They wanted to take back the factory 
as a co-op, but it was in the hands of the National Bank. They couldn’t 
get it back at first, but they fought intensely for three years, and in 
the end they won. They received a series of reparations, but they 
decided not to keep the money and to instead give it back to the 
community, who had shown them solidarity during the struggle. 

They divided the funds into three parts: They gave a portion to the 
Sandinista movement, which at that time seemed the most relevant 
to them. They put another portion toward efforts taking place in 
Spain, particularly the Andalucia Field Workers’ Union, a day laborers’ 
movement against large landowners for the right to land access. That 
movement had a really strong base and a powerful framework, and 
the creators of Coop57 had a close relationship with them, so they 
wanted to repay the solidarity that that collective had shown them. 
The third part of the funds was distributed locally; the workers said, 
“We’re going to create a fund, sort of like a piggy bank, to support 
people in situations similar to ours.” In other words, for people harmed 
by closures, or who are trying to initiate a recovery process in the form 
of a co-op, or who are creating new cooperative projects altogether. 
The idea was that if a self-managed co-op needed money, they could 
take some from the piggy bank. What the creators wanted was to 
stop working in capitalist businesses that depended on employers. 

This idea of a piggy bank full of initial capital was the seed that 
became Coop57. Starting there, and working in conjunction 
with the Ronda Collective, a group of labor lawyers who helped 
them a lot, they worked out a structure and ultimately created 
Coop57, a financial services cooperative. In the beginning it only 
served to fund work that followed a cooperative model. 

Constellation
of the Commons
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Can you explain what a financial services cooperative is?

Legal status as a cooperative is pretty uncommon in the financial sector. There are 
credit co-ops, but they’re more banking-oriented legal entities. Coop57 is a financial 
services cooperative and not a bank; it’s a service-based cooperative, similar to other 
service-based co-ops in other fields, it’s just that in our case the services are financial.

We set it up like this because doing so allows us to carry out this type of financial 
activity. In other words, Coop57 has never wanted to act as a bank, provide banking 
services, or do retail or commercial banking. Rather, it serves to finance entities 
that align with a social and solidarity-driven economy. You don’t have to be a bank 
to carry out this type of financial activity. To be a financial services co-op means 
that legally, you’re subject to cooperative law and not banking regulations. This can 
be limiting, but it still gives you the capacity to self-manage and a much greater 
freedom to determine how you want to function. And in the case of Coop57, which 
serves as a counter-institutional instrument, having that capacity to collectively 
decide how we want to function is valuable, and that’s why we chose this format. 

How does a collective or a cooperative access a loan from a financial services 
cooperative like Coop57? What requirements do they need to meet?

To access Coop57’s financial services you first need to be a partner in the co-op. 
In other words, within Coop57 we don’t have traditional clients. We have partners 
who share ownership of the co-op. The entities that need funding are what we call 
“services partners,” since they receive financial services from Coop57, which is the 
primary partner, the communal partner. For clients to become services partners, 
we’ve designed what we call the social evaluation process. During the evaluation, 
we try to get to know the entity, to see what it does and if we believe that their 
activity has any additional value to us, and if their activity contributes to a process 
of social and economic transformation. If the answer is “yes,” the entity can become 
a partner in Coop57, and once they’re a partner, they can ask for funding. Then we 
complete a financial, technical, and viability assessment. Suppose you need 50,000 
euros for a certain investment. We need to see how you’re doing financially, if it’s 
feasible to give you that loan, and if you’ll be able to pay it back in the future. We do 
a pre-screening of the entity as a whole. We aren’t interested in whether the specific 
loan is socially interesting or not because that can create incoherence for us. For 
example we could fund a business that wants to install renewable energy sources, 
which sounds good as far as energy transition, but maybe the company has an unfair 
contract with its workers, or a contract that doesn’t respect workers’ rights. If we only 
looked at the specific loan, we could give the ok, but we would be funding a project 
that, for us, isn’t transformative. That’s why before we analyze a loan, we want to 
understand the entity as a whole and see if it fits with the social values of Coop57. 

Coop57 has ties to ethical finance and social and solidarity-based 
economics. Can you explain what this economic model entails? 

A social and solidarity economy is a proposed alternative to the current economic 
model. It’s not an economic sector within the capitalist economic model. People 
often call it “the social economic sector,” and I really oppose that expression because 
we don’t want to be a sector of a capitalist economy. We want to transform the 
economy. Transforming the economy to a social and solidarity economy means 
moving toward a model of economic democracy, toward just distribution and 
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commercialization, toward responsible consumption, and toward ethical finance. 
Ethical finance is the basis and the framework for this model. Many say it’s the oil 
that helps turn the gears of what’s called the social market. All economic interactions, 
the entire business cycle, should abide by the principles and values of community-
based solidarity economics, economic democracy, solidarity, environmental 
sustainability, respect for one another--all the values that this model puts forward. 
Ethical finance is a tool we can put to the service of that goal. It never is an end, 
and we often repeat this; Coop57 is never an end in itself. It is simply a tool at 
the service of a goal--which is to help this alternative economy take shape. 

Are there other tools similar to Coop57?

In the financial sector there are some other tools, apart from Coop57, that are 
part of what we call the ethical finance system. In our field there are a handful 
of entities, some smaller and more informal. The most important ones are two 
banking entities, Fiare Ethical Bank and Triodos Bank, which work within our field, 
in ethical finance. Each one has its own distinct models and projects, but they have 
certain foundational components in common. There is also another co-op called 
Oiko Credit, which also works in the field of ethical finance. There are also networks 
and spaces that promote, publicize, or create new tools for the solidarity economy. 
In Catalonia, we have the Economic Solidarity Xerxe, the Network of Solidarity 
Economy. At the national level in Spain there is REAS, which is the Alternative 
and Solidarity Economy Network. New tools are being created in the context of 
REAS: social audits, designing collaborative maps, etc. In Catalonia, there’s a tool, 
Pam to Pam, which tries to identify all of the economic solidarity institutions, 
so people know where to shop since they have access to a map. There are also 
entities like FETS, which are also a part of this environment and run education and 
sensitization campaigns. There’s actually a whole ensemble of elements working 
together to energize the entire realm of social and solidarity economics. 

When the transformation to a new understanding of the economy is discussed in 
the public sphere, people tend to raise questions about growth, progress, and profit. 
How does Coop57 understand these concepts based on its economic proposal?

I think that these are interesting, profound, and sometimes philosophical debates. 
Often certain things get confused, like when people conflate a social and solidarity 
economy with good-natured people from NGOs that assist the poor. That’s the 
perception of those who are unfamiliar with social and solidarity economics. Like I 
was saying before, social and solidarity economics proposes an alternative economic 
model that we want to bring to bear on every aspect of the economy. We want to do 
business, and for there to be companies that produce goods and services, but instead 
of serving profit margins, we want those companies to serve people’s needs. That 
doesn’t mean that an entity within a social and solidarity economy, or a cooperative, 
which is a business that follows this model, is at odds with economic benefit. In fact, 
if there isn’t any economic benefit, the project isn’t sustainable, and thus is not viable. 
What you have to ask is how do you generate wealth, and once it is generated, how 
do you distribute it? That’s what is truly transformative, and that distinct vision is what 
cooperativism proposes. Now Coop57’s objective is to end the year with a small profit. 
We want a small profit for two reasons: One, when we generate profits, we are not 
dividing up dividends. Rather, we are strengthening an entity’s financial structure and 
with that strengthening their project. And two, we want to generate trust. If you want 
to invest in or work with a business, it’s important to see that this business is solvent, 
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that it has the capacity to sustain itself over time. But we want the profits to be small 
because for us, if we earn big profits, that means we’re asking people for too much 
money and need to make adjustments accordingly. There’s no need to demonize the 
concept of profit. But it’s important to take into account, like I was telling you, how 
that profit is generated--and when it’s being generated, what gets done with it. 

We have seen that Coop57 is, on one hand, a financial tool available 
to other co-ops and social collectives and, on the other hand, a 
cooperative network divided into regional branches --Coop57Andalucía, 
Coop57Barcelona, Coop57Aragón, Coop57Galicia, Coop57Asturias, 
Coop57Madrid, etc.-- How many co-ops are part of this network?

Coop57 really is a network made up of many different entities, and there are two 
dimensions to this: There’s the network of entities and partners involved in the co-
op, and then there is the organizational structure of Coop57 itself. I’ll start with 
the second dimension, Coop57’s organizational structure. Like I was saying at the 
beginning, Coop57 started in 1995 in Barcelona, Catalonia, and in the year 2005, a 
handful of social and solidarity economic entities in Aragón, another region, wanted 
to become part of a financial tool like Coop57. There was a big debate about what 
to do. I’ll summarize because the debate lasted for years. In the end they decided 
to make a Coop57 in Aragón because that aligned with certain principles that are 
very important to Coop57: proximity, trust, and rootedness in the community. 

Those three principles are really important: knowing the community, knowing 
its realities, knowing its difficulties and advantages, and being able to support 
and grow that community. You can only do this work locally, from a place of 
proximity, which is exactly how we operate. In other words, Coop57 doesn’t 
open delegations in random places because it wants to expand its network of 
clients. The region itself says, “I want to be equipped with a financial tool that 
meets my needs and operates within a social and solidarity economy.”

During that debate it was also decided that there should be one sole legal entity. 
There had been, in Italy for example, instances where various different entities, over 
the years, had gone on creating their own separate paths. Coop57 wanted to maintain 
a coherent set of values, principles, and ways of working, so they decided to become 
one singular but decentralized entity. That’s horizontal growth, distinct from vertical 
growth, and it created Coop57Aragón. Afterwards, this was replicated to create Coop57 
in Madrid, Andalucía, Galicia, Euskal Herria, and Asturias. Like I was telling you, it’s 
always the community that creates the tool. From there, the tool helps or accompanies 
these communities. There are a handful of core services that are common to all of 
the communities, but each one determines its own partner entities, the loans it gives, 
and its own democratic and participatory structures. This form of organizing ourselves 
allows us to work as a network. That sums up the organizational network of Coop57. 

Within this network, as I was saying, Coop57 is a cooperative made up of partner 
entities. There are currently 1,000 partner entities within Coop57. About 600 of 
them are cooperatives, and the rest are associations, some of which are nonprofit 
employment agencies. And this is what basically makes up Coop57’s base. These 
cooperatives are all connected to a specific community. And then there are various 
people who are also partners of the cooperative. We call these people collaborative 
partners because they collaborate with Coop57 to finance projects related to the social 
and solidarity economy; they collaborate by contributing capital. If you want to give 
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out loans, you need money. We say that whoever has the capacity and the luck to save 
money should put it towards ethical finances as opposed to putting it in a bank. The 
explanation is very simple: If that money is saved with Coop57, it will be used to finance 
this other economy. That’s what guides and gives shape to Coop57, which currently, like 
I was telling you, is a network of some 1,000 entities and more than 4,500 people.

What lessons have you learned from being part of a network like this?

Actually, being part of a network is a challenge because it is so complex. In more 
hierarchical organizations everything is much more clearly defined, but this does 
not seem like the best way for us to function. So we decided to operate as a 
network, which has its difficulties in the sense that it complicates coordination 
between the different communities--which have different needs, speeds at which 
they can develop, and, generally speaking, different histories with the concept 
of a social economy. Coordinating all of that obviously involves a lot of extra 
effort, but it’s worth it, and we recognize that each community is different.

There is something called New Municipalism in Barcelona. What is the 
relationship like between Coop57 and the Municipal Administration?

Administration is another complexity. Historically, Coop57 has been a proudly self-
managed project. Coop57 has always fought for its independence and for its capacity 
of self management and self-financing among its partners. And the relationship with 
the Administration has been relatively conflictive, scarce, or even nonexistent in some 
cases. The Administration hasn’t always been a friendly space in our view. It’s true 
that a few years ago, in certain local governments some people came into power who 
put forward a different kind of discourse. And it’s true that we’ve been able to work 
with them a bit more. We have no desire to take on an active role within the public 
administration, for example sitting on roundtables with them or being interwoven 
with them, because we want to maintain our independence and autonomy. 

We need to remember that these councils showed up a few years ago, while 
Catalonian cooperativism started in 1850 and comes from a long line of activism. 
In other words, there’s a very well-rooted cooperative culture here. At the end of 
the 19th century and beginning of the 20th century, there was a well-developed 
consumer cooperative movement in Barcelona. In Catalonia, the agricultural sector 
was practically 100 percent cooperative. In other words, cooperativism is not a recent 
phenomenon. That said, it’s also true that recently a handful of administrations 
more receptive to the development of a solidarity economy have come about, 
supported a number of entities, and opened up lines of communication that had 
previously not existed. But we would be making a mistake if we put all of our 
hopes in a public administration like that because the culture of solidarity economy 
is still not widespread. For example, Canada’s social economy is much more tied 
to the public sector than ours. Here the social and solidarity economic model has 
always existed on the margins or gone against public administration because the 
public sector favors the interests of the powerful and not of the working class, and 
cooperativism has always defended the working class. So it’s a delicate balance: 
We think that if we act upon shared principles of wanting to develop a social and 
solidarity economy, we can find common ground and collaborate, but we will never 
be subjugated by the desires of an administration, and we are going to continue 
doing our thing; whether they join us or not, we’re going to keep doing what we do. 
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Is cooperativism a way out of capitalism?

Cooperativism as the only way out of capitalism is not enough. That said, cooperativism 
is a legal status. It’s a tool to be able to do things concretely. What really matters 
are the values and principles you’re working with. There are many types of 
cooperativism. There is what we would call transformative cooperativism, and there’s 
non-transformative cooperativism. In other words, falling under the umbrella of 
cooperativism does not necessarily make a project post-capitalist or anticapitalist. 

That’s why it’s important to pay attention to the “what are you doing” and the “how 
are you doing it.” Those two things have to go together, and they have to contribute 
to this process of transformation. Moreover, you have to add many other elements, for 
example responsible consumption. We have to fight for an environmentally sustainable 
economy because if we don’t, in the end it doesn’t matter what economic model we 
have when the planet is destroyed. In the end the climate emergency will be the last 
crisis we see because we won’t live to see anything else. So for many cooperatives, if 
we don’t pursue sustainability, we won’t go anywhere. As you can see, there are many 
things that have to change. Cooperativism, in our understanding, can be a potent and 
transformative tool, but it’s a tool that has to be connected with many other things.

Do you think that cooperative culture is well-received in Spain?

I think that in our environment, cooperatives have a good reputation. 
In fact, there are businesses that don’t really fall within the realm of the 
transformative cooperativism that we’ve been talking about, but in their 
marketing campaigns highlight the fact that they’re a co-op. This shows 
that in our context there is a good perception of cooperatives. 

Coming out of a decade with a lot of economic strife, with the global economic 
crisis of 2008, there were destructive job losses. On the other hand, cooperativism 
didn’t destroy any jobs and actually created new ones. And from there, I think it 
gained a good reputation. Yes, there are cases that favor the other side, like when an 
important cooperative has to close for whatever reason, and people say cooperativism 
doesn’t work. Meanwhile Anonymous Societies (AS) and Limited Societies (LS) 
close every day and their models are never questioned. So it’s true that there’s a 
good public perception of cooperativism, but we still have to explain and justify our 
model all the time, even though capitalist entities don’t have to explain themselves, 
and they surely have many more negative consequences than cooperatives. 

Is Coop57 invited to universities to discuss cooperativism 
and social and solidarity economics?

Not often. As far as educational settings, formal and not, we do receive sporadic 
invitations to share our experiences and give a few talks. But it’s like there’s that one 
day in college, or high school, or in a certain class, where some strange person comes 
to explain the folklore that is cooperativism and social and solidarity economics. And all 
the rest of the classes are about neoliberalism, so to speak. So there is a problem there. 

I studied economics in college, and no one told me about social and solidarity 
economics for the four years I was there. It’s been a few years since I got my degree, 
and I don’t think that much has changed. This is a big educational problem because 
the plurality of economic thought that they teach you as part of a degree program 
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is basically zero. I took a course called “the History of Economic Thought,” but that 
was just one course within the whole major. In the other courses, there wasn’t any 
plurality of thought at all because they only talked about one model. They teach 
you to think almost exclusively within the current model, which is problematic.

The role of Coop57 is not to train and shape universities. The change has to come 
from curriculums and the people who write them. This curricular change is also tied to 
the global societal change that we need, and to the need to teach the economy and 
money as tools, rather than ends in and of themselves. There is a long way to go. 

Is Coop57 a political project? If so, what kind of politics are we talking about? 

Yes, of course, Coop57 is a political project. It’s hard to summarize what kind of political 
project it is because it’s made up of so many different projects at the same time. 
All in all, the shared desire at the base of everything is to work toward a social and 
economic transformation, to create an economy that’s of service to the people. This is 
the political project of Coop57, of social and solidarity economics, of a transformative 
economy. So many different sensibilities fit within these frameworks. We can’t narrow 
it down that much. But we do have a critical vision of our reality: We don’t like 
the current economic model of generation and distribution of wealth. We want to 
change all of that logic, so that the center of gravity shifts from capital to people. 

We want projects that respect their context, other people, the environment, 
sustainable living, and that place people and life at the center. And in the end, this 
isn’t just Coop57’s political project, or a social and solidarity economics project. 
There also are feminist movements that are teaching us every day to place life on 
center stage. There are antiracist projects that explain to us how we have to fight 
against distortions of class and race. There are many pieces that have to fit into the 
puzzle of social transformation, and economic transformation is just one of them. Of 
course the economy needs to be part of this transformation, but I’ll say it again: the 
economy is a tool that serves a greater social change. As a political project, we want 
our response to be that--to put ourselves to the service of that transformation.

What do you think keeps this type of collective work going?

Feeding the dream and maintaining optimism becomes almost like a duty for people 
who want to transform things because if it didn’t become a duty, we’d give in and 
sink. The dream has to preside over what we do. Often we talk about how we have to 
do things a certain way in order to be happy, and sometimes when a financial entity 
says this, it sounds weird. And no, we aren’t some hippies in a commune saying that 
we want to be happy. We mean this in the way that in Latin America people make 
reference to “el buen vivir”: “the good life,” or a life worth living. The end goal is to 
work toward this notion, and at Coop57 we have the privilege of helping to make 
things happen. In other words, of putting in place the mechanisms or the tools that 
allow these ideas become projects, then facts and realities. Being able to facilitate 
this is crucial. I mean, seeing that a project has a high social value and that you’ve 
helped actualize it is worth everything. And seeing that it’s not just one project, but 
hundreds of projects, or when someone writes to you saying, “Thank you for the work 
that you do,” or “I’m happy to be here,” or “I want to be part of this,” then you start 
to see that that network we were talking about before really exists, and you can see 
the expansion of that network, though it’s still small because there is a lot of ground 
to cover. Seeing all that makes you want to keep fighting a little more every day. 
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Would you link Coop57’s work to the cultural paradigm of the Commons?

Of course. All in all, the commons is that, it’s sharing projects, sharing life and sharing 
a vision of how things should be, and doing all this not for individual gain, but rather 
for the common good. In the end, it’s thinking that way, being able to develop a 
project that serves the majority of people and not a minority of people who benefit 
from the extraction of resources from that majority. It’s fighting for that, fighting for 
a society that allows the majority of people, if not all people, to lead a dignified life. 
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Who are you and what relationship do you have with the “Red Ibérica 
de Ecoaldeas” (RIE), or in English, the Iberian Ecovillage Network? 

Mabel: I’m Mabel Cañada and I live in the Lakabe community. It’s 
north of Navarra and it’s one of the oldest communities in the 
Peninsula right now. It’s also a founding community of the “Red 
Ibérica de Ecoaldeas,” or the Iberian Ecovillage Network. 

Toni: I’m Toni Marín, I coordinate the circle of communication in the 
“Red Ibérica de Ecoaldeas” (RIE). I live and work in a community 
called Arterra Bizimodu, it’s one of the newer ones and we’re 
very close to Lakabe. We’re approximately 25 minutes by car. 

When, why, and where did the Red Ibérica start? 

Mabel: Well, by the time it got started there was already a general trend 
in the Peninsula of people moving to the countryside to live. A project 
called Permacultura Montsant came into being. That’s in Valencia, 
Tarragona, right at that border. It’s also a very pioneering project here 
in the Peninsula. So there one summer, we, people that were involved 
in diverse projects, got together, and we decided to form this network. 
And Permacultura Montsant wasn’t the only one there. Toni was there, 
who at that time was involved in another project which he’s still in, which 
is Ecohabitar which is a magazine. Ulysses was there, and he’s also 
involved in a project in Huesca, in Artosilla, and he’s still there. There were 
around 10-12 people; there weren’t really many more. So, it really got 
started through the meetings of people, rather than entities; someone 
called us here, we came, and this idea took shape that we should form 
a network. It’s also true that when these projects begin, they’re projects 
that have a very strong burst at the beginning. They need that burst 
to get off the ground, but later they find themselves a little alone. So it 
was time to call on that, all those projects, and create the network. 

What year are you talking about, Mabel? 

Mabel: I’m talking about the year 1997. Although there were already 
projects like ours that started in the year 1980, or Artosilla which also 
started around 1982. So there were a lot of projects--or Los Portales 
which started in 1985. There were projects that had already begun, but 
we didn’t even know each other, we didn’t even know they existed. 

What rights and responsibilities does an ecovillage 
acquire when it becomes part of this network?

Mabel: Well, the rights or duties are a little bit… We don’t have it very 
defined ourselves. What this network does provide is at least the 
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opportunity to share experiences, the opportunity to ask: “How have you experienced 
this? What have you done in this situation?” Of course, we’re relatively young 
communities. The oldest one is Lakabe, which is 40 years old. And in one way or 
another we’ve had to ask other older communities, “How have you been able to 
resolve these problems, or what have you done in these situations?” All of us have 
been getting together for that reason. So that’s already a great benefit, to be able to 
count on people who’ve already been through what you’re going through, and they 
can explain how they got through it. Another thing that’s a benefit of participating 
in this network is having one unified voice to the outside, like one unified image. We 
don’t each have to be worried about needing to tell the world what’s happening 
or what we’re doing. Instead there’s a network in charge of doing this for us. There 
are people in charge of communication. There’s also someone who takes care of 
the website. There are people in charge of making designs. This is for everyone that 
lives in the ecovillage, because not every person and not every ecovillage is going to 
have people that can manage this level of technicality, to get their voice out into the 
world. And that has also been a great benefit. We also organize a yearly gathering 
in which the ecovillages present part of the work that we’ve been doing and it’s a 
direct way of communicating with other people, the environment, and the world. We 
also always invite another community from another country or another continent to 
come and share their experience with us. More than anything, the network is a space 
of sharing, of learning together, of growing, of communicating, and of putting out 
one unified ray of light, so we don’t wear ourselves out or collapse in on ourselves. 

Toni: Well, maybe to expand on what Mabel was saying, it’s true that ecovillages 
have common behavior guidelines: the ecology, some systems of horizontal self-
government and self-management, we treat or try to treat the topic of gender with 
great care. There are a series of guidelines, so not just any project can integrate 
itself into the RIE; there need to be very concrete commitments, more than anything 
these aspects, and maybe another one that I might have forgotten, but it’s basically 
that. In fact, I would say this isn’t just only the RIE, but also all of the networks of 
ecovillages in the rest of Europe and in the rest of the world. Because well, I’ve 
mentioned that the RIE’ is part of the European network of ecovillages, the GEN, 
Global Ecovillage Network, which in turn belongs to the world network of ecovillages, 
which I think is headquartered in Washington, if I remember correctly. And well, there 
are networks in all continents that basically have nuances, different priorities. But 
the ecology issue, the self-sufficiency issue, and the education issue, we all share. 

The RIE is a network linked to the Global Ecovillage 
Network (GEN). Can you explain what the GEN is? 

Mabel: Well, the GEN has a different function because in one way or another ecovillages 
occupy and work a plot of land. A network doesn’t work the land; it works at the 
level of connections. But a network doesn’t work physically in a garden, nor do they 
keep livestock, nor do they cut down trees. This work is done by the communities. It 
is perhaps more focused on influence in political spaces and administrations, getting 
the word out, connecting with other networks, support, supporting the communities. 
For example, if there is a member that is sick and needs money from a community 
that doesn’t have those resources, then it’s collected from all the communities. It’s 
a different kind of work space than the communities themselves, which are each 
anchored to a territory. Perhaps that’s why it’s a network and not a community, 
because also, for example, there are some communities whose function is to sustain 
the network, which is also another job. In general, though, the difference between the 
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networks and the communities is mostly in the way they understand their relationship 
to the world. This network is also part of another network, which is called Ecolise’ 
and is a space of influence in the UN and the European Union. So, well let’s just say 
that their work, in that case, is not to take care of the livestock, but instead to try to 
take our political goals or political intentions to the people that can have influence 
in the moment of initiating conversations, so that these topics that we bring can 
begin to be valued. And well, what we’ve seen is that the world itself is valuing us 
at this particular moment. In other words, we’ve never heard so much talk about 
ecology, nor so much talk about plastics in the sea, nor so much talk about ecological 
agriculture, as after the crisis that we are living--which isn’t over, it’s only the tip of the 
iceberg, and this will take us to many other places. But it’s true that this is now in the 
voice of many people that question the policies that are being implemented at the 
environmental level, the agricultural level, the commerce level, and the nutrition level. 
In other words, the things we’ve been insisting and insisting and insisting on for so 
many years, now all of the sudden are being carried out by voices that we would have 
never thought would be carrying these messages. And we also think this is a success 
of the network; it’s a result of the hard work of not only working in the field, but also 
of influencing the immediate environment, and beyond the immediate environment. 

Keeping in mind all of your years of experience, why do you think that it’s important 
to link the communities of the ecovillages to such a wide international network? 

Mabel: Yes, this is the same as, “Why create a community instead of living alone in my 
house?” It’s that same question but on a bigger scale. When you take the first step, 
which is deciding that you don’t want to live alone in your apartment and relate to 
people from that loneliness, and you decide to live in a community, the process of 
transformation that a person who decides to live collectively experiences is of such 
great magnitude, and such intense depth that it makes you understand with great 
clarity that we’re either all in it together, or we don’t have anything to do in this 
world. And a community, even though it may appear to be self-sufficient, it isn’t. For 
example, in Lakabe we can try to believe that we are self-sufficient because we’re 
self-sufficient at the energy level, no one works outside of the community, we all work 
in the community, we have a very high level of self-sufficiency. There are many things 
that we have achieved, which make you say, “But I almost don’t even need the outside 
world.” However, even though this may be true at the raw material level, at the level 
of construction of the self and of what the collective identity is, the identity of the 
person beyond themselves. You need other people, and you don’t need a circle that is 
too closed off because your growth will also stop, it will also slow. It’s all a sequence. 

When you’re a baby, you only need your mom and your dad, but as you grow 
up you start needing other people because in a way your deep being needs that 
continuous feedback from other people to know if I’m going down the right path or 
what’s happening to me, if I’m really adjusting and fine-tuning to what the situation 
needs, or if I’m responding with my all my being to what the situation poses. And 
this grows and grows. As you expand your field of action, you need more people, 
more groups, and more networks. You need people for the immediate situations, 
you need a community for the social level, you need more communities for the 
municipal or political level, and you need a network for the world. It’s impossible 
to understand what’s happening in India, in Africa, in South America, in a village 
in Asia, from my living room, as much as I try to imagine it. Living in a network 
allows you to pick up the phone from my couch, call someone and ask them: “Hey, 
how’s it going over there? What’s happening? How are you living through this?” 
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If this communication doesn’t happen, it’s not possible to design interventions 
because I don’t have enough references. So a network is essential when it comes 
to constructing a society because all of these references need to be heard. 

When you live in a network, you have that volume of information at your fingertips: 
ideas, references, studies, measurements, depending on what we’re talking about. 
This is a great gift of the work of all of these years. So you can go and listen to the 
ecovillages in Germany and they will tell you how they’re managing local food with 
their neighbours, how they’re doing it, etc. And this is an impressive gift because when 
I have to go talk to the Parliament of Navarra, I can speak with knowledge about each 
individual case, not just from a place of assumptions. I can say, “No, gentlemen, let 
it be clear that this is also happening in Germany, and that this is also happening in 
Iceland. That here it is designed like this, and there it is designed like that. And that’s 
interesting, that force is interesting because it isn’t something that we are making up, 
it’s something that’s happening all at the same time in many places at once. It doesn’t 
matter if we’re Irish, Finnish, Basque, or Swedish, we are designing the same thing from 
intuition, through what we have lived, and we are arriving at the same conclusion. This 
has strength because it isn’t something that was created in an office at a technical 
level. It’s something that comes from inside us, from the gut. It emerges as acquired 
wisdom that we can communicate in comprehensible language.  That’s magic. 

Is there a legal entity that encompasses the reality 
of ecovillages as well as this network? 

Mabel: The majority of us are not-for-profit cultural associations, some of them are 
cooperatives, some don’t even have a legal entity, which at the time of presenting 
themselves to society causes problems. The government sometimes asks you, “What 
could we do?” and you tell them, “Well make a law, first of all”; a law that legitimizes 
the collectivities as legal and fiscal entities, as a unit. So this can have validity, because 
if not, many times even though you want to be legal, you can’t because you’d have to 
lie about a lot of things. So I would rather be alegal than have to lie or have to involve 
myself with these hideous things. There have been attempts. Italy is the most advanced 
in this, in fact, they have raised it to the Italian parliament without success, but they’re 
working on it. We made an attempt and they didn’t even want to pick us up. But with 
these things it happens like with the plastics in the sea, that with an insisting force, it’s 
recognized in the end. This is the slow and meticulous work that needs to be done. 

Toni: As far as we’ve understood it, there are some regulations or laws that protect 
indigenous cultures; it’s something that comes from UNESCO or some department 
from the UN. The idea is that these types of communities could have that type of 
protection. Because it’s not only on a legal level, it’s at many levels. This would also be 
linked to the protection of land. But here it’s true that the administrations, like Mabel 
was saying, slow down a bit because they get lost, their legal departments come and 
they end up running around like a chicken with its head cut off. We should work on 
that more and hope for society and politicians to mature and to one day accept it.

Mabel: Yes, and on top of that they’re scared. There are changes that need to 
happen and we’re still waiting for the politician that will have the guts and willpower 
to do it. You have to be very courageous in politics to make changes that need 
to be made, and those politicians don’t exist yet. This is what we’re seeing. 

It’s like when you want to ask for a scholarship and they ask you how much 
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your rent is and you say, “No, well I don’t live in a rental home.” “Well, then 
buy it.” “No, but I don’t have a house.” And they tell you, “Well I can’t give 
you a scholarship because you don’t have an entity.” There are difficulties 
that you sometimes find yourself in and it’s absurd, but that’s how it is. 

Presently the RIE is a broad network of diverse communities. How is an 
organism of this type governed collectively? What difficulties have you found? 

Toni: Great question. 

Mabel: That is a big question. It doesn’t just have to do with how you govern a network, 
but with how we imagine that the world can continue to be governed. One thing that’s 
out of date are our systems of governance at the national level. We, and the networks, 
and the communities, and many alternative movements have already spent many years 
trying to investigate and design systems of collective governance that also allow us to 
make quick decisions because the collective systems have decision-making systems 
that can sometimes be harmful. You spend many hours making banal decisions and 
it’s an incredible giant waste of time. If this was put in terms of money, we would be 
embarrassed about what we’re doing. We’ve already spent many years investigating 
this. Sociocracy brings many answers to this question. Equality from a feminist point 
of view also brings many answers to this question, because we can’t ignore that 
in a system, equality is a factor and it has to be brought forth through continuous 
evaluation, or else it falls into being a system of subtle domination.Any system that 
wants to be put in place to manage a network, an organization, a community, or a 
country needs to consider these variables. At least these 2 requirements need to be 
met: agile and sometimes very fast decision making, and the guarantee of equality of 
all people of that network or of that entity. That’s the basics. What’s being worked on, 
not only with sociocracy, is breaking the patterns that we have in our minds of what 
a government system is. Because sometimes we think that a government system 
is simply managing the operation of an entity, of a company, of an organization, of 
a network, and it’s more than that. It’s not only the operation, it’s also managing 
resources, managing the human environment; not only the environment, but also the 
human environment of organization, the people who are in them, and taking care to 
allow people to carry out their public and private lives in harmony. We can’t get rid 
of one thing at the expense of the other, they have to go hand in hand. Many times, 
at the social level, there is a discussion about family conciliation, but it’s more than a 
family conciliation. It’s that people can really live well, satisfactorily, and be comfortable 
in both spaces, because the private is still very important to the human being. We 
don’t know if this is an imperative of the culture or if it’s something inherent to the 
human being, but at the movement it’s not something that the human being is willing 
to be deprived of. And the collective needs a lot of energy, a lot of dedication. 

I don’t know, maybe in a thousand years, or 500, let’s be optimists and say 
all these structural aspects that we’re changing and modifying take root at a 
societal level, and that people don’t have to use so much energy to support 
the system. But we don’t know what will happen. We don’t know if we’re going 
to have to invest hundreds of years in this or if it’ll be a faster change. 

Our system of governance, at the moment, depends on tact and continuous evaluation. 
We adjust it based on dialogue. Sometimes you also need a lot of group facilitation, 
in order for people to understand the system that they have come to live in. Because 
it’s a system different from your family, which is what we carry in our genes, it’s a 



/#67 Constellation 
of the commons Red Ibérica de Eco-aldeas

system different from being oneself, which we also carry in our genes. We don’t 
yet carry this collective aspect of selfhood in our genes, and we have to build it. 
We tend to believe that this simply just means living together and that’s it, but no, 
living together means much more. It’s another gene that we have to incorporate 
into our DNA because we don’t have it yet and it’s terribly difficult to build it and 
terribly difficult to insert it into your own genetics. So, we are still in that stage. 

Group facilitation provides a lot of information too. And this is what we’re doing now 
so that groups and entities that make up the network can live out an equilibrium of 
improvisation, intuition, goodwill, well-being, and the science of group facilitation or 
science of living collectively, we could say. It’s that stage in which a person confronts 
themselves and says, “I have to change many registers, my vocabulary, my form of 
expression, my conception of gender, of age, of race, of power, of leadership. By 
a lot.” You also need to understand that we come from a military culture based 
on victimhood and where “poor me” is what matters the most. In fact, we still find 
ourselves in dialogues about who is suffering more, you or me? And when you 
find yourself in a dialogue like that, that’s when you say do yourself, “Mabel, you’ve 
got it all wrong. Go take a walk. You can come back to this conversation later.”

At a societal level, we’re still in this dialectic. In fact, much of the budget goes towards 
suffering. First, we have a huge budget, which is to create suffering, which is war. Then 
we have larger budgets for the suffering that is made by that war, and on and on. 
This is what sells the most today at the societal level, and therefore also in groups, 
because we are still very attached to this culture, we are still under those patterns. 
There’s a lot of change to be made for these systems of governance to be at that 
optimal situation where we respect each other, we consider each other as equals, we 
respect the spaces of equality, carry out power in a semi-horizontal way, understanding 
that sometimes there will be people that will push for something more, others will 
push more for something else, others will focus more on something else. But at each 
step we will return to the circle and we will return to our system of equals and from 
there we will disperse again. Governing isn’t just about shopping up and having 
people follow your lead. It’s about, “Here I am. Let’s do this together. Let’s go back 
to the heart of it. Let’s go back to the circle. Let’s reclaim our equality, our system of 
horizontality,” and then other people making that movement. So, I will have to lead 
sometimes, and I’ll have to follow other times, and sometimes I’ll have to rest, and 
that’s how we’ll see if we can manage to live in a city that isn’t under so much stress

Can you explain what an ecovillage is? 

Toni: There are many types of ecovillages but, basically an ecovillage is a space 
where the people decided to live collectively, that is, not living alone or isolated 
in an apartment in the city but instead living with more people and sharing. I’m 
not saying that this means throwing away our individuality, which we still have, 
but living like this is choosing to share. We’re not the only ones talking about how 
community, sharing, living with more people and working with more people is the 
future. Many people are saying this. Many people in ecovillages from 50, 60 years 
ago started to realize that the way of life that the capitalist system was proposing 
isn’t working. Ecovillages are a change that has evolved and a teaching of something 
that comes from before. And basically, it’s this, a place where there are many models, 
I insist, because imagine, an ecovillage in India has some parameters and ways 
that are very different from an ecovillage in America or European ecovillages. In all 
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ecovillages, like we’ve said before, there are a series of relatively fixed parameters 
that have to do with ecology, with gender, with sociocracy, and I’m forgetting one. 
Maybe Mabel would want to go more in depth or further explain what I’ve said. 

Mabel: The ecovillage is a personal decision to live collectively. When I say that 
there is a decision I mean to say that there is intentionality. There needs to 
be collective decision-making; a way to share the economy, not totally, but 
there is a different way of working with the economy that is very different 
from what capitalism aims for. And we have common goals. Many times we 
share a territory so we also share the management of this territory. There is 
usually a core value that is very linked to the concept of universal love. 

Keeping inequality in mind, which is an inherent factor of the colonial, 
patriarchal, classist, and ageist capitalist system, how do you live 
together given the diverse inequalities within this community? 

Mabel: Yeah, well, it’s different negotiating this to the outside, to society, than 
negotiating this within a community. Lets say that within these communities the level of 
difference would only exist to the extent that your difference limits you when it comes 
to expressing your voice or limits you at the time of exercising your right to access 
resources, or the economy, or any situation. In other words, in reality, marginalization 
exists because, at the social level, the fact that you have that difference reduces 
your chances of accessing resources, especially in this time, or power. So within a 
community this doesn’t exist; structurally, there are no impediments for anyone with 
whatever difference they may have, whether it be free access to resources, free access 
to power, free access to decision-making systems and to having a voice. Here we 
work on discrediting this system, and we explain that the structure of the ecovillage 
does not maintain this system of differences. That is no longer here and we have to 
begin breaking those patterns. Many times in the exercise of power, the same as in 
that of leadership or decision making, the structure of repression that exists outside 
doesn’t weigh as much as the structure of repression within me. Sometimes I don’t 
even give myself the permission to experience the full power that I do have. And I 
always go from lows to lows instead of highs, which makes growth not as easy. 

What are the challenges that a person that decides to live in an eco-village faces?

Toni: For me the biggest challenge is this type of virus that we bring from the system 
outside. Becoming caught up in a series of traps that are very hard to get out of; for 
example, individualism, the victimization that Mabel was talking about before, the 
subject of the economy. Not all ecovillages have a shared economy. Detachment is very 
complicated. In other words, all of these are big enemies and there are others that I’m 
forgetting about. And if you realize, they are mostly more internal than external, even 
though there are also external ones. Sometimes ecovillages close themselves off, and 
by being so opaque they create ghosts to the outside world and misunderstanding. 
An ecovillage should be transparent and should influence the outside world. There 
are many examples of ecovillages that are in some way helping their surroundings, 
helping the community around them work on ecology, lowering the carbon footprint, 
and educating them on many things. Of course we have challenges, many challenges. 

Mabel: Perhaps the biggest challenge is managing to influence the world without 
creating panic. Right now, what is most frequently used as a tactic for people to 
react is inciting fear, panic, uncertainty, and disgust. And we don’t want to do that. If 
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people want to transform themselves and transform the planet, we want them to do 
so coming from other values; from values of sharing; from the common good; from 
seeing the terrain flourish, the territory, the land; from abundance; from generosity. 
This paradox of scarcity has us very trapped and, nevertheless, we live on a planet 
that is beautiful, that is abundant, that is generous. I mean, it’s totally the opposite of 
what they sell us, you know? It’s like, do we people not have 2 eyes to see that you 
can walk over there, throw some seeds and 2 years later you’ll have some sunflowers? 
You don’t realize that all of this is real and that everything else that they are telling you 
is a fallacy. So, this other culture is the one that we want to reach all people, but not 
through fear. We want it to reach people through contemplation, through love, through 
understanding, through compassion, also through critical work, because there’s a lot 
of critical work. These are the values that we want to work with. And if people don’t 
want to transform through these parameters, then they won’t transform. Of course, 
we aren’t going to come in and tell people, “If you don’t do this we’re all going to die 
tomorrow.” Well then we’ll die, we will die. The planet doesn’t care what we do, it’s 
indifferent to what we do. The planet will stay alive, we are the only ones that will die. 
It will seem to us that the whole universe dies, but only we would die, and we are just 
another race, just like if we were spiders or mosquitoes, or elephants, it’s all the same. 
We have it very clear that we don’t want to create a culture of fear and shortage. We 
want to create a culture of trust and abundance, because the world in itself is like this. 

What demographic characteristics do ecovillages have? 

Mabel: Well here in the Peninsula, specifically, in what is the Ecovillage 
Network, the majority of people are from the Peninsula. There are some 
people that have come from outside it, but not that many. There are some 
people from Belgium, from Holland, from Germany, but very few. 

Toni: Tamera, for example, which was founded by German 
people. Los Portales by people from Belgium… 

Mabel: …But its people from Belgium and from Cataluña, it’s like a mix. 

Toni: Local people start to integrate little by little, people from the outside... 

Mabel: But now many of us have constructed ourselves a certain way. We were sort 
of born out of this impulse to take care of the earth and live in the countryside. We 
come a little bit from this dream that came late, but has a lot to do with “May 68,” 
and that arrived almost 10 years late. Not everyone survived, logically, almost all of 
the communities fell apart. But the ones that remained had enough momentum 
to anchor this perception of living a different way in the different territories. There 
are two or three communities where there are people as old or older than me. I’m 
67 years old, and there are people that are 70, 75. In some communities there are 
already people that have passed away that were in their seventies. And there are 
also a lot of young people too. It’s a place highly sought after by young couples 
with kids who realize that they can’t raise and educate their kids how they would 
like to in the urban or semi-urban environment because these spaces don’t offer 
a sufficient quality of life for their children. And this is the profile that comes the 
most. Right now a lot of young people call, from kids that are 19 years old, but also 
couples over 50 that want to retire soon. There are also a lot of women who are 60 
that are partners and are retiring now and say, “Well, let’s go live in the countryside. 
Let’s live our dream from when we were young.” That’s sort of the profile. 
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Does the concept of an urban ecovillage exist? 

Toni: Yes, but we don’t have them here in the Iberian Peninsula. There are some 
in the United States and a few examples in Europe. Here they are oriented in rural 
areas, more or less far away from the city. It’s true that at the beginning there was a 
lot of movement to escape the city and a lot of movement toward land occupation, 
some ecovillages are very far away and positioned in remote places because here in 
Spain the access to land has been very complicated. It’s very expensive and it’s in the 
hands of administrative people or banks. So the topic of occupation has gone very 
well or it’s been our example that we have started to work inside a building that has 
already been built. So, it is true that many ecovillages have not worked due to a lack of 
space. Basically, the two downfalls of ecovillages are the lack of a group management 
system, in other words, conflicts, and the inability to find places because of the price, 
because they are expensive and then the administration won’t let you build them. 

How does the issue of property play out in the context of an ecovillage? 

Toni: There are many models. Each ecovillage is a world, there is everything. You 
have ecovillages that were occupied first and were later granted the space by the 
administration, like Lakabe. You have ecovillages that have rented a space and are 
working there, like us, like Arterra. You have ecovillages that have bought a farm, 
a space, and are working there like Los Portales have done. There is everything.

Mabel: Some family inheritance. 

Toni: There are many models. It’s very interesting in the case of occupations, that in the 
end, the administration realizes how important this human group that’s working there 
is, that in the end there is a secession. It has happened in Artosilla, it has happened in 
Lakabe, it has happened in various places where the administration has realized that 
it’s easier to let these people live there, because they are really doing them a favor. 

Mabel: The Aldea de Olla too, right? 

Toni: Yes, in Aldea de Olla, too. 

Toni: Yes, in Valencia. There the administration realized that we are really doing 
them a favor and they kind of looked the other way, they turn a blind eye, 
because, well, the law wouldn’t allow it. The law that doesn’t permit it. 

Do you know the estimated number of ecovillages within the RIE? 

Mabel: Currently, there are around 20 of us networked who have more than five 
members. Then there are like a lot of small groups of three people, two couples, 
a family entity with grandparents. There are many varieties. Then there is an 
occupation movement that is not related to the movement of the Red de Ecoaldeas, 
but that has its settlements and some are big and powerful. And then there are 
some groups that are simply their own way and have some similar concepts. 

Toni: They’re also a part of this.

Mabel: Yes. And then there are also some youth groups that have a more 
religious or spiritual origin and that are also building communities. Really, the 
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biggest entity that could at one moment bring together all of these groups, 
tiny and small groups, is the Red de Ecoaldeas because they have a very well-
worked structure. The Rural Occupation and Preoccupation Network has tried 
at times to create its own network, called “Rizoma,” but there wasn’t enough 
energy to sustain it. But from time to time it rises from its ashes and forms some 
movements. But, well, in one way or another we are in a network. In our case 
we’re involved in this network for reasons related to land occupation. Another 
community with a more spiritual focus might be involved in another network. 
Others with an environmental focus are connected with another network. Others 
are linked by education issues, because there are many small communities that 
have come together for the education of kids. So there is another network. There 
is a world that is moving out there, that time can be a big motivating force. 

Thinking about autonomous communities, is there a difference 
between the support that the ecovillages receive? 

Toni: I would say that there are some communities that receive less support. Sorry for 
the joke. Navarra, maybe, has been the one to receive the most. With the previous 
government they realized and were working on a project, which Mabel promoted and…

Mabel: Yes, we worked a lot…

Toni: …that was called “Rehabilitar la Tierra.” That was a really beautiful project. 
Basically it was a project to legally rehabilitate the towns. But the rest of the 
Peninsula is complicated and there are even administrations that are opposed to 
some young people going and living in a place that is a little bit dilapidated and 
fixing it up. Since we are in a protected zone, they take legal actions. For example it 
happened in El Calabacino where people started to rehabilitate a whole town. They 
have been working for years, they do a project to expand their vital needs and the 
administration comes to strike them down. Precisely, there is less help than help. 

Mabel: The most there is is that they ignore you and leave you alone. This 
is the best, at the moment. And later, when they actually listen to you, it’s 
generally to give you problems. We’ll see if we can find a local government 
that wants to get more involved. Huesca and Navarra are the autonomous 
communities that have advanced the most. It has been very little, but they 
have advanced more than the rest in the management of their territories. 

What should someone that wants to go live in an ecovillage do? 

Mabel: To start off, visit the ecovillage various times. Stop by during community work or 
arranged visits hours and open houses. Let yourself be seen little by little, let yourself 
be known, do not pressure, do not demand, because this really makes us mad. 

Toni: ...Don’t say “I would do this like this” ...

Mabel: …That also makes our blood boil. And after you’ve introduced yourself, start 
a conversation with some of the people. Every group has a person that is in charge 
of welcoming the visitor. So then you’re in contact with this part of the community 
that is in charge of this function, and you can see what the specific protocol of that 
community or group is. And from there, well, begin the process and have patience. 
We understand that when people are so fed up with how they are living, they need 
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a change, and they want it now. But that is their need, not ours. So, that then creates 
a need for us that we did not have, to take someone in, because we didn’t have 
it before. Sometimes we cannot even accept that request because we ourselves 
are in a situation of reflection or we are in the process of change, or we are in the 
process of remodeling, so we cannot accept everything that comes our way 

We can also ask people, when they see that they are not content with how they 
are living, to begin taking care of themselves, to learn other trades. I say this 
because if all you know is how to take notes, as it happened to me, then when you 
get to the field you get scared. Because here everything is gardening, firewood, 
milking, shearing, well a number of things, that you say: “Oh, God. I’m so ignorant, 
I don’t know anything.” So we advise people to worry about themselves and start 
taking care of their own necessities, learn other trades, study other things, and 
visit other places where they can learn. That would be my recommendation. 

Toni: A lot of requests come to the Red Ibérica de Ecoaldeas, from people, 
families, individuals, and the answer is always the same: Get in contact with each 
community. Online we have a list with all of their email addresses, and write your 
own request. There is always someone, like Mabel was saying, that will answer 
back and tell you to go visit one of their open houses to meet them. For example, 
a very important point in all of the ecovillages, especially in the bigger ones, is 
the issue of volunteering. Volunteering is a very easy way to get to know us. 

Mabel: … It’s beautiful …

Toni: … Well, yes, but that’s not all. I’m in love with the world of volunteering 
because some young people come that are absolutely charming. 

Do the ecovillages have their own medical and educational services 
or do they depend on public services from the state? 

Mabel: Both, I mean, I think that many communities have their own healthcare 
structure for everything that is basic, and then there are things that are out 
of the ordinary and you have to go to medical centers. Some ecovillages have 
their own doctors and nurses because they are members of the community 
and continue to practice their profession within the community. Then there are 
also people that don’t want to develop their job within the community. 

The ecovillages that don’t have doctors within the community have learned the 
basics throughout their lives and we can give each other advice. If your son has a 
runny nose, or has diarrhea or coughs a lot, or has a fever, those are very basic things 
that we can tackle with good results. But from there you have to get a doctor to 
get an accurate diagnosis, with all of the tests that your body needs and then each 
person has the freedom to choose the healthcare system that they would like. 

Toni: And in the issue of education there are ecovillages that have their own school, 
especially if they are small schools. Lakabe has its own school for young kids 
and others go to nearby schools. Here, for example, they go to the neighbouring 
town that has a school, and the parents are very happy and they think it’s 
great. There are many models. To maintain a school, as you know, is complex 
and requires effort but it is done because in the ecovillages we strive for self-
sufficiency at all levels: energy, food, education. So, we’re pushing for that. 
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Thinking of the people enrolled in the ecovillage school, what is their 
transition to an educational system outside of the ecovillage like?

Mabel: I have four sons that have gone through this process along with the other 
kids that were in the community at that time. They were a group of 15 and the first 
group was made up of 5 kids; they had a great experience because there were 5 of 
them. They felt that they were part of a group and they could maintain part of their 
identity within that larger group. Now we are experiencing another process, that of 
the daughters and sons of those kids. We have only two cases, two girls that have 
started to go to a school that is very close by. It’s 13 kilometers from home, and they 
are both very happy. It’s also true that the time comes when the girls and the boys, 
like we were saying before, need other references, they need to widen their scope 
of references and so they miss being with many more girls and boys. Of course, if 
they are part of a large community, say 70 adults and 20 boys and girls, well maybe 
then they’ll have sufficient diversity to satisfy their needs. But they can leave the 
ecovillage and meet more people, meet other teachers, other subjects, expand 
their knowledge. Now that we have a new start to the school year, which although 
it has been difficult, is face-to-face, well, the two girls are going to be thrilled. 

You have mentioned that the ecovillage seeks to be self-sufficient and 
have energetic sovereignty, could you explain what this means? 

Toni: The sovereignty is for food, energy, education, etc. In other words, this 
is what the ecovillage is actively seeking. Sometimes they are able to get it. 
Lakabe, for example, at the energetic level we are sufficient. Los Portales is self-
sufficient at the energy level, at the food level. For example, during the summer, 
80% of what we eat is ours. But not in the winter. How about you all? 

Mabel: … For us it’s similar. What happens is that we, for example, make meat, we 
make cheese, we make other foods that you all don’t have and that make up for our 
lack of vegetables for a portion of the year. We mix it up, we conserve a lot to have 
a little of everything, we have greenhouses. But it’s hard. And it’s not that we have 
to be, it’s that we want to be simply to investigate how this works, to inquire, to be 
prepared for when we have to translate this to a bigger scale or to other sites. 

Toni: All of this has repercussions on something that is very important today, 
which is the carbon footprint. There isn’t a general study for each ecovillage, but 
we do have studies of the Lakabe ecovillage, the Arterra ecovillage, and we have 
calculated that in Lakabe the carbon footprint, the CO2 emission, is of one ton 
per inhabitant per year. Ours, that of Arterra, is two tons. The average person in 
Pamplona, in Iruña, has from 4 to 5, even 6 per year. But, ecovillages are examples. 
What we want is to demonstrate the belief that you can be happy without 
wasting and throwing waste and more waste at the planet. We can do it better, 
for sure. But well, that’s what we’re working on, trying to do it better and better. 

Mabel: Yes, that’s why we want to try everything to see what this would be 
like, how this other thing would be, what could be better. In other words, we 
don’t want to say that we have the truth, we’re simply saying that we’re trying 
different things and there are things that work, things that are very cheap, the 
effort required is minimal, and it makes you ask yourself- what are we doing?
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Are the ecovillages part of the social and solidarity economy network?

Mabel: The broader networks are included. The network of ecovillages is not, but for 
example, the European network, when many of us join together, then we are part of 
this network. When we want to put pressure at the political level, at different levels or 
different positions, then there, all of us, all of the networks come together because we 
really have a common root, and the network of ecovillages has a more global approach 
than perhaps a network of economy, or permaculture, or restorative justice. But even 
so, it doesn’t have a study as exhaustive as the Social and Solidarity Based Economy 
Network does. Everything that that network has worked to break down, the ins and 
outs of what is liquidated money and all of those games, we have not done that, we 
have simply limited ourselves not to be a part of it, but we have not done that work. 
This network hasn’t done it. We welcome all of those networks that do all of that work. 

Do you all have a complementary currency?

Toni: Yes.

Mabel: We at Lakabe do not. But within the region that Arterra and Lakabe and many 
other towns are in, yes there is a local currency attached to our waste system. I’ve 
been head of waste management for ten years. Little by little, we have included things 
that can be placed in different containers for a region made up of 11 municipalities. 
We have invented a complementary currency, and we buy plastics that aren’t 
packaging that would otherwise go directly into landfills. With this complementary 
currency, we buy plastic from the people who will sell it to us clean, and we can take 
the plastic from the mix that’s in the green containers. And with this currency you 
can access many shops that are in that region, mainly in the biggest town, which 
has almost 3,000 inhabitants, but also in other smaller towns of 500 inhabitants. 
You can go to the hairdresser, to the pharmacy, to the bar, to the hardware store, 
etc. And that’s where we are, pushing forward some of our ideas as far as we can. 

Toni: The ecovillages in the Iberian network are small and they don’t have a sufficient 
critical mass, in many cases, to sustain a complementary currency. So, in this case, 
this is done in a region, in an area. There are large ecovillages in Europe that can 
do it, but because they have this critical mass. We do not have it yet. What is true 
is that ecovillages always favor barter systems. Sometimes it’s very comfortable 
because we have them right next to us and we can trade things all the time. 

Mabel: Yes, we trade things all the time. 

Toni: Maintaining a barter system with, for example, an ecovillage that is in Seville is very 
hard because they are pretty far. However, when you are near you can do these things. 

How would you describe the relationship between the RIE and institutions ? 

Mabel: Look, we, Toni, me and five or six other people, both from Arterra and Lakabe, 
have been working with the administration of Navarra for some time, and many 
times the problem is that at the interpersonal level, they perfectly understand what 
we are talking about. But to carry that out, in other words, going to the department 
and changing the environmental policy from top to bottom, well they don’t dare 
to do that. Even though at the personal level they understand it and even share in 
it, they don’t see how that can be embodied right here and right now and what 
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embodying it would consist of. Sometimes they attempt it through a program but the 
administration doesn’t realize that they consume a lot of the economic resources only 
to make paper. All they do is make paper, they don’t make anything. And that goes 
into the same system. Why have citizens stopped believing in the political system 
for 200 years? Because it hasn’t done anything in 200 years. Here in Spain at least 
they have made Social Security which--blessed be, seeing what is falling apart in the 
world. They are all studies, there isn’t a single action. Studies to do actions. But when 
will those actions be done? We have spent 20 years doing studies to make actions. I 
mean, we can’t do it anymore. You say, “Come on, let’s take a vote of confidence, one 
last effort,” but I was really running out of patience the other day. It makes you want 
to make an appeal to all the European ecovillages and occupy the 20 empty villages 
that the Navarra government has and thus respond to its depopulation policy. It 
makes you want to go into direct action because nothing is being done. It’s all paper. 

Toni: They live in fear. I remember when we were proposing a series of 
ideas that were a bit advanced how, more than anything, the lawyers 
would wrinkle their noses. They are scared of changing things. I don’t 
know if it’s because they’d have to work more. I don’t know. 

Mabel: Look, in Huesca and Navarra, the local governments have many villages in 
their ownership. They are not private properties. It’s the government itself that 
has these villages. It wouldn’t cost them anything to make an agreement with the 
network of ecovillages to give up five villages to see how the occupation turns 
out, to see if we can then do another project with another five or twenty, or all of 
the villages. They could do it because they have the property. We aren’t asking for 
ownership, we’re just asking for management and land, not ownership. But this 
terrifies them. It’s like crossing a line which, at a personal level, these people aren’t 
prepared for. They haven’t done their job as politicians, and they aren’t prepared to 
go beyond the limits of the brutal culture that we come from. They aren’t prepared. 

The RIE is a political project, without a doubt, but 
what kind of politics are we talking about? 

Mabel: Yeah, we have not designed a political project as it is understood, but we have 
some clear working lines that mainly have to do with the culture, that we have to 
transition to a more participatory, more community-like culture. So, how can this be 
done? This has to be worked on with every neighbour. It cannot be done starting 
from the top, it is not a model you can just implement. It is something that you need 
to build little by little with these people. So, every village that will be rehabilitated 
and rebuilt will have to have its own design because it’s all very organic. But in 
it there will be the ecological dimension, the cultural dimension, the economic 
dimension, and the dimension of a vision of the world. There are these four lines of 
work and it’s from there that we get all of our wisdom of the ecovillages in these 4 
paradigms. And we are designing a fifth one that has to do with transcendance. 

Transcending above this whole capitalist culture, transcending this system of 
inequalities, transcending this shortage, this victimization because this is not 
what life is about. Life is splendor, it’s scattered, its abundance, it’s color. I don’t 
know how to tell you, it’s just that life is something else. So, how do we bring this 
into space? In the villages, in reality, when there is just a bit of movement, this 
emerges, you can see it. The flowers emerge, the vegetation emerges, the girls 
and boys emerge, the schools reopen. So, the strategy would be to go from the 



#76/ Constellation 
of the commonsRed Ibérica de Eco-aldeas

bottom up. In other words, let’s create life at the bottom, let’s rehabilitate villages, 
let’s rebuild a community-like culture, and then from there, a new way of being in 
and with the land will emerge, because we can’t do anything without the land. 

Politics have to be at the service of the world that we have to build. There is a lot 
of talk about putting life at the center of everything. I don’t know if it’s life, I don’t 
know if it’s nature, I don’t know if it’s Gaia, I don’t know what it is. What I do know 
is that what we need isn’t what we have right now. And that is something that we 
need to start building because we are still too attached to the individualistic capitalist 
culture, we know that whatever we build and design will still be very infused with 
this. This is why we work little by little, so we don’t build and stick to something that 
later gets old fast. We are going to work slowly, so we can create and rejuvenate 
at every step, because that’s the way that the planet will be able to endure, and 
to rebuild and build with the planet, according to its demands as well as society’s; 
to build together, with these two enormous entities in harmony. Go with the earth, 
may the earth also contaminate us a bit with its rhythms, with its deficiencies, its 
seasons. Go from revelry to rest, from that melancholy that the fall brings to go into 
the winer and then that explosion that the spring brings. Well, bring all of that to 
our lives too, incorporate all of these rhythms within ourselves, allow ourselves to 
rest, to hibernate, because hibernating is marvelous. And then be ready to push 
forward in the spring and enjoy it all. This is life, it’s not what they sell us. And many 
people with this confinement have realized this, even though it has been really 
tough, but people within themselves have found this and said, “Look at that! There 
really is a life beyond this life,” and there, there’s a force that’s going to emerge. 

What do you think of the environment of ecovillages in the 15M movement? 

Mabel: Well, it was a beautiful moment, very spontaneous. A lot of young people came 
to ask us questions, and it was a time in which we worked a lot on facilitation because 
this whole movement realized, a year and a half into existence, that it had reached 
its limit. They didn’t know what else to do, or what to do to keep the public spaces 
open, with a very open, greatly expanded decision-making space and with a certain 
horizontality. It was monopolized very quickly. A lot of men seized leadership and 
power, and the movement fell apart almost entirely. Only a few remnants were left. We 
can say that “Podemos” is the political party that we’ve had here in Spain for about five 
years that was born out of 15M. This party is what’s left of that explosion of popular 
power. But look, power is an energy that’s hyper contaminated by the patriarchy, by 
capitalism, and by individualism. So when a person enters in this energy, they either 
have it very clear within themselves or, in a short time, they are possessed by that kind 
of maelstrom. It’s the exact same thing at the collective level. When you enter, you 
know that you’ll have to compete “for power.” It isn’t as much competing but holding 
onto your power strongly. If you aren’t prepared, and if you don’t clearly understand 
what the values of your power are, the power owns you. So I think this is a bit of what 
happened to 15M. It was a spontaneous movement, but it hadn’t figured out: What 
does horizontal power mean? What does collective power mean? What does sharing 
the power mean?  So it quickly sort of trapped itself within this concept of power. 

What does growing in the context of an ecovillage mean? 

Mabel: Well in a way it would be like achieving a balance between my 
desires, the desires of the collective within which I live (whether it be 
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a family, a group, a neighborhood, a village), the territory in which I 
live, and humanity in the moment that it is in and its necessity. 

Thinking of all the conditions of adversity described as well as the climate of 
political disaffection that seems to exist, what keeps the engine of your hope alive? 

Mabel: For me personally, my connection with life keeps me active. I feel super 
connected with the earth, with life, with humanity at the collective level. And perhaps 
that’s why my vocation is not only to live in community, but to investigate what 
collective life is, how it can improve, what we can contribute to people, how we can 
create collective structures more easily. I have spent my whole life working on this 
actually. And this is what keeps me excited and eager. I get up every day as if it were 
my first day and say, “Wow! I’m here, It’s dawn.” And I think everything that comes 
to me is great. Sometimes I say, “Wow! There are so many things, I can’t do it all, I’m 
going to have to drop something.”.And I have to evaluate. I marvel at everything that 
I have at my disposal every day, to live, to enjoy, to grow, to transform. I enjoy it. 

Toni: Well, I’m doing what I want to do. I mean, I’m motivated by what I know I have 
to do. To explain it quickly, since I was 17 years old, and even before then, I wanted 
to live in a community. Something within me was telling me that what was outside 
wasn’t real, it was something they were imposing on me. I knew that there was an 
idea of a tribe, a concept of a tribe, that was better for me; I’m not saying that it was 
better, but that it was better for me. And in the end I’m doing what I know I had to 
do, and that’s what moves me. And what moves me is being honest; being honest 
with the planet, being honest with people, being honest with what surrounds me, 
it’s pure honesty. And I get mad when I see an aluminum beer can thrown away 
and I say, “Holy cow, but how can this be?” I get mad. And I get mad with myself 
too. I haven’t been on a plane in years, and when I have to do more miles than I 
need to, I punish myself a little bit. But it’s doing what you know you need to do. 
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What are your names and what is your relationship with Solabria?

Gabriel Moreno: Hi, I’m Gabriel Moreno. I’m a founding member of Solabria, 
and I’ve been vice president of the cooperative since the beginning. I was 
assigned that role through a lottery, and since then I’ve been responsible 
for the coop’s communications and speaking engagements. Today 
we’re in the bookstore La Vorágine, on Cisneros street in Santander. 

Jorge Alonso: I’m Jorge Alonso. I’m a worker-member of Solabria, 
and I’ve been with the cooperative for about five years.

Solabria was officially registered in 2013 as ENERPLUS, and 
it changed its name to Solabria in 2016. Can you explain how 
this initiative came about, and why the name changed? 

Gabriel Moreno: Well, Solabria was a bit of both chance and timing. 
A group of us from different backgrounds got together in 2011 for a 
renewable energy event organized by Equo. Other cooperatives that 
already existed — Som Energía and GoiEner — were invited. And that 
gave us some prior contact. The event was the jumping off point for us 
to start meeting, sit down to draw up the bylaws, and actually create the 
co-op in 2013. At first we were ENERPLUS Sociedad Cooperativa. But 
later, once we got on the internet, we got sued by another ENERPLUS 
that already existed in the South. And they were a company that sold 
gasoline. After a handful of threats from them, we decided to change the 
name, I think in 2015 or 2016. That’s how we came to the name Solabria. 

Solabria is a cooperative for the commercialization of 100% renewable 
electrical energy. How and why did this organization come to exist? 

Gabriel Moreno: It’s really simple — we’re people who consume electricity 
every day, but we wanted to do it differently. First, we wanted to consume 
only renewable energy. It was clear to us that renewable energy is the 
future, and it should be the present. And we learned that, since the 
electrical energy market was liberalizing, commercialization was one aspect 
that was being liberalized, which would allow for new commercializing 
entities. We could create our own electricity company and consume only 
renewable energy. The other thing that’s fundamental for us is the social 
aspect. We have a cooperative model in which all of us who make up 
the co-op are co-owners, and each person’s level of involvement is up to 
them. You can do as little as paying your electricity bill, or you can give 
talks like I do, or you can even become a worker-member, like Jorge. 
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Is there any relationship or link between the creation of Solabria and 15M?

Gabriel Moreno: It has to do with the philosophy of the people who were mobilized 
by 15M. That is, it shouldn’t necessarily be linked to the brand, so to speak, or 
to what came about after 15M. But it is connected to the philosophy and values 
shared by the people who participated in that moment in one way or another. 
Our part is the democratization of electric power distribution. It’s something 
that was once limited to certain companies and now can open up to new ones, 
including companies with cooperative nonprofit or not-for-profit models. This 
aligns with our main principles and criteria, which we share with 15M, of citizen 
participation, democratization of energy consumption, and, above all, education 
and increased awareness around a public service as fundamental as energy.

Why did you choose the legal structure of a cooperative to start this process?

Gabriel Moreno: At the General Directorate of Labor, where we’re registered, we 
were offered different models, and the cooperative most closely resembled what 
we wanted to set up. We liked this model from the beginning because it also has 
the principle of a governing council, which means that we’re the people in charge 
of the operation. But the General Assembly of Members is the governing body, 
so transparency and horizontality are really the model we were looking for. There 
aren’t any lifetime positions here; anyone can be a member. And that’s the closest 
thing to what you were talking about. Part of the philosophy of 15M is participation, 
involvement. And, above all, something we liked a lot was that through this company, 
we were going to be able to share a lot of information about the electricity market, 
and people could choose from there. Or we could at least offer a consumption 
alternative that didn’t exist before and that we thought was very interesting.

Is this a non-profit cooperative? 

Gabriel Moreno: We’re not a non-profit cooperative because that requires certain 
conditions closely linked to the provision of social services. It’s complicated because 
the regulations don’t even take us into account. Sometimes as a cooperative we can’t 
receive certain benefits because we don’t fulfill certain requirements, and we can’t 
receive subsidies for associations because we’re a cooperative. The activity of selling 
electricity isn’t considered a social service. So that’s why we can’t be an official non-
profit cooperative. This debate has come up in many Steering Committee meetings. 

Jorge Alonso: We say that we have a “non-profit nature,” but we’re 
not a non-profit cooperative because, legally, we can’t be…

Gabriel Moreno: We have non-profit activity. We’ve had members of the 
Steering Committee who are on boards of other cooperatives or other non-
profit associations, and we’ve had to specifically change this in our bylaws 
because we’re not legally allowed to advertise ourselves as “non-profit.” Clearly 
our philosophy isn’t capitalist — if it were, it would be inconceivable to start 
an economic activity and still not have hired any workers after three years. 
There aren’t any companies that work like that. We do, though, because we 
work with volunteerism. Our ability to deliver has allowed us to develop our 
economic activity without the need for compensation to provide that service. 
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What are the advantages of having chosen the cooperative structure in 
terms of internal coordination, management, and operations?

Gabriel Moreno: Well it’s one of the things that’s allowing us to keep going because it 
supports the good atmosphere, to put it simply, that people have here. This system has 
two advantages: the advantage of horizontality, which is that anyone can participate. 
Though it can be a disadvantage, if we don’t maintain a certain openness among the 
people clustered around the core of power. Another advantage of the cooperative is 
that no one on the Steering Committee receives a salary. So beyond feeding your ego, 
being part of the Steering Committee and all the time it requires — because it demands 
quite a bit of time — has to satisfy you on a personal level. You have to like it, and 
you have to have fun. I think that’s what makes us different from other models that 
haven’t made it. There’s no lust for power. I think José Luis, Enrique, and I have been 
on the Steering Committee since 2013, and the rest of the people have been rotating.

How many cooperatives are there working in the renewable energy 
market in Spain? On what scale/s are they operating?

Gabriel Moreno: There are more than 50 cooperatives in Spain. Several, 21 of us, 
are united in a group called Unión Renovables. We all have a peninsular rather 
than national scope. That is, we can’t offer energy to the Islands, but we’re all at 
different points as far as looking for proximity and direct contact. We don’t want 
to be a normal marketer that works through telephone and internet. In fact, most 
of the people who have joined Solabria heard of us either through a talk or by 
word of mouth. That’s because of our local focus. Also, in creating employment, we 
want to align ourselves with the goals of local employment and proximity. And we 
want to meet the goals of proximity and trust, since those are ultimately the values 
that allow us to keep growing. We like it when people talk, when there’s word of 
mouth, and when people trust what a friend or a relative tells them. That’s what we 
really like the most. People don’t just become members and customers, they also 
become part of the cooperative, and they tell others about the cooperative. That’s 
creating community, creating networks, and that’s the beauty of this project.

You mentioned Unión Renovables. Can you explain how 
this network of cooperatives is organized?

Gabriel Moreno: We’re all part of Unión Renovables. There’s a steering committee 
within Unión Renovables that’s elected every two years. The cooperatives 
join voluntarily and then each cooperative operates independently.

Is there any relationship between the energy cooperatives that are part of Unión 
Renovables and the Red de Redes de Economía Alternativa y Solidaria (REAS), 
ethical finance models such as COOP57, and ethical banking organizations like Fiare?

Gabriel Moreno: Practically all the cooperatives work with the organizations 
you’ve mentioned, COOP57 and Fiare. We’re part of REAS. There’s no branch of 
REAS here in Cantabria, but we’re part of REAS Asturias. But, for example, there’s 
REAS in the Basque Country. Som Energía is in Catalonia. We share a certain spirit 
and then each cooperative adapts a little to the characteristics of its territory.
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The energy we consume requires production, transportation, 
distribution, and commercialization. Can a cooperative like Solabria 
produce, transport, distribute, and commercialize energy?

Gabriel Moreno: Energy in Spain has four main branches: production, transportation, 
distribution, and commercialization. With the liberalization of the electricity market 
here in Spain, production was also liberalized. Any person can legally install a unit 
for self-supply in their home. Commercialization, too. As far as commercialization, 
you’re like a buyer, a middle-man between the buyer and seller of energy. You go 
buy energy in the electricity market. That energy you buy is for the members of the 
cooperative, and you commercialize that energy by way of electric bills. Transportation 
is monopolized by the Red Eléctrica Española. It used to be a public company, until 
they privatized it to improve management. We’re seeing the results of that now. 
Then distribution is an oligopoly, where there are only five energy companies that 
can do distribution, and they happen to be the five companies that produce the 
most energy. These also happen to be the five companies that buy and sell, or 
commercialize, the most energy. So this oligopoly of a market explains a lot, if not 
all, of what we’re talking about — as far as electric bills, the price of energy, etc.

Who controls the processes of production, transportation, distribution, 
and commercialization of electricity in the Spanish State?

Gabriel Moreno: Like I said, production and commercialization are liberalized. 
That means anyone can legally install a unit for self-consumption in their home. 
They can produce and even sell energy to the network through their existing 
marketer, or they can act as a commercializing entity themselves. Actually, since 
you were talking about monopolies, there’s a commercializing company in Spain 
called Fortia that has 117 clients and manages 4% of the energy consumed in this 
country. That gives you an idea of how big these clients are. They’re big consumers, 
called “electro-intensive industries,” with very high energy consumption. 119 
companies got together to form a commercializing entity whose only goal was to 
commercialize the cheapest energy on the market. That was their whole premise.

The not-for-profit cooperatives are at the other extreme. Our goal is to commercialize 
renewable energy in a way that’s more just and has a greater social impact. 
Transportation, which is a monopoly, is in the middle. There’s only one energy 
transportation company in Spain, Red Eléctrica Española, which started out as a public 
company in the 60s and privatized in the 80s. It’s not a public company anymore. 
Actually, most of their capital is foreign capital.That surprises people. So that people 
understand, they’re the only company in the country that regulates transportation in 
the electricity market  — transportation from high to medium to low-voltage towers and 
to all points of consumption. Then distribution is handled by our friends the oligopoly. 
It used to be five companies, and now it’s down to three. Because the oligopoly has 
been shrinking. We call these “distributors of reference.” These five companies have 
divided up the map of the Peninsula and the Islands, and each one has their territory.

Jorge Alonso: It’s important to understand that often energy producers also 
distribute and commercialize energy, but using different company names that can 
be based in different places. Right now we have the power plant in Cantabria, the 
main one is Repsol, which used to be Viesgo. First it was E-ON, then it was also 
Viesgo, before that it was Eletra. Then the distributor is Viesgo, which is owned by 
EDP, a Portuguese company as of last year. Last year they sold it, and then there 



#83/Solabria
Constellation 

of the commons

were two commercializing entities. There’s Repsol, on one hand, which is the free 
one. Then there’s Régsiti, which also used to be Viesgo. It’s a whole tangle of 
companies. It’s a big group of companies that manage everything, starting with 
production. The Alsa reservoir is owned by Repsol, the distributor is Viesgo, and the 
primary commercialization company is now Repsol, which also used to be Viesgo. 

Gabriel Moreno: They’re the same company, in the end, just with a different 
name depending on the sector. It’s a way to clean up their image a little, so it 
seems like these companies don’t have as much control as they do. But in reality 
distribution is an oligopoly, made up of 3-5 companies. And they’re the distributors 
of reference in this area. Meaning that all of Cantabria’s contracts for electricity go 
through Viesgo because it’s the distributor of reference here in Cantabria and…

Jorge Alonso: There’s nothing more to say…..

Gabriel Moreno: No, there’s nothing more to say about it. Like it or not. You 
either stay off the grid, or if you connect, everything here in Cantabria has 
to go through Viesgo. If, for example, you’re in Basque Country, then it’s 
Iberdrola. If you’re in Catalonia, it’s Endesa. There’s a map that shows how 
the territory is divided up between the different commercialization companies 
and distributors, and they’re the ones who have control over this.

What are some of the problems related to the oligopoly 
of the energy market in the Spanish State? 

Gabriel Moreno: What problems are there? First of all, it doesn’t have to be a problem. 
The distribution infrastructure is expensive. A cooperative would certainly not have the 
capacity to take that on. The problem is that, like Jorge said, these same companies 
are the main producers and commercializing companies. That means they establish 
the price at which energy is sold to us. A lot of social movements have tried to call 
attention to this at the state level. For example there’s Plataforma por un Nuevo Modelo 
Energético. Basically all of the collectives are part of that group, which is an energy 
auditing firm.The firm argues, and people are debating this, that a hydroelectric dam is 
a piece of infrastructure that was installed 60 years ago and has already been paid off. 
The price to generate that energy is minimal, and still they’re selling it at today’s prices. 
The energy auditor makes known the actual cost to produce energy and explains 
how the price of production compares to the total electricity bill. There are practical 
examples of this. If Solabria commercializes renewable energy, the logical thing would 
be for the greatest cost to our clients to be the price of the renewable energy we 
commercialize. Not Algerian gas that goes to a cogeneration plant, or even a nuclear 
one. So the problem with the oligopoly is that they control the electricity market.

There’s another problem, which is that these are the only companies that can 
offer a discounted social rate. Solabria can’t offer any discounted rates. Only 
these companies can offer the regulated rate, the one that’s most directly 
affected by the price of energy and determines the price for the small consumer. 
So a lot of the premiums that exist in the market benefit these companies. 

The problem isn’t the oligopoly itself, it’s the fact that this oligopoly controls 
the whole electricity market, and it’s to a point where the government is no 
longer capable of regulating it. There would need to be an overhaul of current 
regulations to actually change the situation because the current system is very 
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well-established. It’s also closely linked to this idea of revolving doors. Just look 
at the boards of directors of former heads of the Government of Cantabria and 
the Spanish Government, and former ministers who every year receive generous 
salaries in exchange for their current or past service. All of this makes for a 
dark market, often reviled by the general public. That’s where we come in. With 
education, often once you share this information with people, people change.  

What can we do on an individual level to short-circuit the abuses in this system?

Gabriel Moreno: You can start with your electricity bill, which is the first tool 
within your reach to get out of that market. For me, that’s absolute. The price 
of electricity now is a symptom. The sickness is the privatization of the strategic 
sector. Because it was only a few years ago that electric energy was basically 
a luxury good, but now every home is energy-dependent. Actually there are 
many, many regulations at the state level. We’re part of a movement against 
energy poverty that’s demanding exactly that. There are people beneath a 
certain economic threshold, and they can’t have their power turned off.

Is it legal in the Spanish State to install solar panels on homes or find ways 
to independently produce electricity using renewable energy sources?

Gabriel Moreno: There’s actually a law that Partido Popular 
put in place a while ago called the Sun Tax. 

Jorge Alonso: It didn’t end up becoming law. It was just a draft. 

Gabriel Moreno: It was only ever a draft. It didn’t get applied.

Jorge Alonso: A draft of a Royal Decree

Gabriel Moreno: But it did have a brutal disincentivizing effect on the installation 
of units for self-supply. In the end they got what they wanted and reduced the 
installation of these units. We’re still feeling its effects, actually. Lots of people call 
and ask, “Hey, is it OK for me to install this?” “Won’t I get penalized?” “Isn’t it illegal?” 
They achieved their intended effect with their public fear campaign, because that’s 
what it was. They never charged anyone the Sun Tax, a 7% tax on electric energy 
production. But they achieved their intended effect, which was to make it difficult 
to install units for self-consumption. Since 2019 Royal Decree 244 is totally legal. 
It’s regulated, protected, and there are a lot of subsidies. Here in Cantabria we’re 
tired of saying every year that we don’t use even 40% of the funds allocated 
for these units. People haven’t even requested 40% of the available funds. 

Jorge Alonso: Six years of subsidies here in Cantabria.

Gabriel Moreno: Since 2016. That was the first year things picked back up after 
they drafted that law, and the latest study from last year found that of the 9 
million allocated, not even 40% of that money was applied for. That’s clearly a 
failure. Round of applause for the administration for putting lines in the budget 
for these units, then failing educationally and pedagogically to get this information 
out to people and companies, which can also apply for assistance. We have to 
appreciate the fact that this money is available. But if you can see the money isn’t 
going out and isn’t being requested, you need to do more. That’s where we think 



#85/Solabria
Constellation 

of the commons

initiatives like ours should be doing even more work, but other commercializing 
entities aren’t doing it, or that money would have already been applied for. 

You mentioned a discounted rate that allows people to save money on 
their electricity bill. Who can or should have access to this rate?

Gabriel Moreno: There was the woman who died in Tarragona, Amparo, because 
her house burned down because they had cut the power. She was eligible for the 
discounted rate, and she hadn’t activated it because, I have to say, the oligopoly are 
the only ones who can offer that rate, but only 40% of the possible beneficiaries 
have activated the benefit. So there are people who aren’t accessing this benefit 
that subsidizes 25-50% of the energy they consume because their company doesn’t 
activate it. And we’re talking about vulnerable populations in the broadest sense 
of that term. Culturally they can’t perform the necessary operations to activate 
the benefit because it requires sending scanned pages over email. There are a lot 
of hoops to jump through, and these people who need the most help are totally 
abandoned by the privatized, capitalist safety net, when the vocation of public 
service is supposedly not to leave them behind. So, you want to have a corporate 
benefits system? Totally legitimate. But there are basic needs that, as the manager 
of public resources, you have to meet, like it or not. Even more so when we talk 
about the current situation of tremendous health, social, and economic crisis. I think 
last week the Observatorio de Energía put out a report that 900,000 households in 
Spain were unable to pay their basic monthly rent, water, and gas bills. Meanwhile 
Red Eléctrica Española — and they say this in all their presentations — is one of 
the highest performing companies in the IBEX 35. It doesn’t make sense that we 
can’t say: I’m benefiting the public service of energy. To me that seems like totally 
a legitimate thing to do. But there’s a certain core population where you have 
to guarantee that they’ll have enough and not allow for, as we’re seeing now for 
example, older people with a totally exorbitant monthly contract. So that’s what really 
motivates us. That’s the promise we make at Solabria, to change that, or fight it.  

Is electricity a social right?

Gabriel Moreno: In and of itself, no, not explicitly. But it’s a fundamental aspect 
of decent housing. I mean, if a person has to choose between buying food and 
keeping the lights on, the dignity of that life is questionable. Something’s not right, 
at least. And that’s where the administration really should be getting involved. 
We know a lot of those people could have their electricity bills covered through 
social services, but there’s that cultural gap we were talking about. Often older 
people don’t even know that option exists, and they don’t know they have the 
ability to approach the administration and say, “I need help. I don’t have money 
to pay.” So we know there are older people, very elderly people with all kinds 
of issues, who have been with the same power company their whole life, but 
they’re not aware that the good old utility company is not so good anymore.

What steps does a cooperative need to take to start 
commercializing renewable energy?

Gabriel Moreno: A commercializing entity just means a company. It’s like a consumer 
group where several people get together and agree to make some bylaws, we 
register them, two years of procedures and paperwork for the various organisms 
of the electricity market, Red Eléctrica Española, OMIE… There are 22 firms. I was 
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a delegate of the cooperative firm, so I suffered this firsthand. It was more or 
less two years before they gave us authorization. They put you in the registry of 
commercialization companies. And from there you can buy and sell energy.

How, exactly, does Solabria buy and commercialize energy?

Gabriel Moreno: To buy energy you need a market operator. That is, there are certain 
agents who the government has authorized through the electrical system to go out to 
the market to buy. To put it simply, our market operator is Cooperativa GoiEner, which, 
in its time, took the step to not just market energy but also set itself up as a market 
operator, so they could buy energy directly from the market. It’s like they go out to the 
market to buy the energy that the members of our cooperative consume. So we’re just 
intermediaries. That is, the price is determined by the market, we have basically no 
way to influence it. What we do is keep the profits from the bills just high enough to 
guarantee the continuity of the cooperative. So billing, sending out those light bills, has 
a cost because there’s a very powerful IT platform behind it, where on one side all the 
numbers go in— the consumption numbers from the meters of our members, individual 
persons and legal persons like small, medium, or large businesses. So the readings 
from all the electricity meters for all these companies get to that platform, and a PDF 
comes out the other end and gets sent to your email. That platform has a cost. So our 
profit margin on the bill is the minimum necessary to function because otherwise we 
disappear. And one thing that’s very clear to those of us on the Steering Committee is 
the principle of responsibility. We’re not here to earn money, not at all, but we do need 
enough to function. We have to guarantee that everything works correctly, so all the 
people who are members of our cooperative stay happy, consuming energy with us.

Solabria is a cooperative energy commercialization company 
that commercializes energy produced by the Marid-based co-op 
ECOOO. Can you explain how that relationship came about and what 
implications it has for the members of the Solabria Cooperative?

Gabriel Moreno: To be a commercialization or production company, you have to 
register with a new Tax ID. It’s a whole process. So we got in touch with ECOOO. 
We’ve known ECOOO for many years now, especially the people involved. ECOOO 
used to be a company. Now it’s a not-for-profit cooperative in Madrid that has taken 
the lead to rescue different photovoltaic installations across the Peninsula. Through 
crowdfunding from participants, they came into a plant and they offer it to different 
people who want to participate with X amount of money for a certain annual benefit 
because they’re plants that have the right to premium. That is, they have the rights 
to production and a premium from the State. So ECOOO offers you the plant, and 
what we did with Solabria was, instead of changing our Tax ID number, we talked 
with ECOOO, we took a plant and we put it to the service of all the people involved in 
the cooperative. So some people, myself for example, invest a little money in a plant. 
We’re co-owners, or a participant account, of this photovoltaic plant. We produce 
some of the energy in an indirect way, according to what we’ve invested, and we get 
a small economic benefit from that investment. We’ve done that with two plants.

Solabria isn’t a cooperative energy producer itself, but on your 
website you offer counseling for any person to become a producer 
of energy for self-supply. Can you explain that idea?
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Gabriel Moreno: We do everything we can to be able to say, “Look, we’re putting you in 
the hands of a company we know, Teican, with no strings attached. We actually always 
encourage people to ask for different budgets, so they can see what the market is like. 
And, more than anything, to do installations with legally constituted companies with 
capacity and technical solvency, because they sell panels now at IKEA. I’m not trying to 
create bad press, but there are some things that require a certain type of knowledge. 
And yes, we do everything we can to promote self-supply. We don’t just put people 
in touch with companies. We give talks about all the assistance available through the 
local government to install units for self-supply. Rather than the cooperative being the 
producer, we like the people who belong to the cooperative to produce. That seems 
to us like it will have the most direct effect because every person will see it reflected 
in their electric bill. So that’s where we focus a lot of our efforts and pedagogy. 
Especially when it comes to the facilities that process benefits, which is sometimes 
tough. And, through this company, through Teican, they’ve been in the sector for over 
20 years. They’ve demonstrated solvency and proximity. They’re actually very involved 
in the activity of the cooperative from a technological point of view. So more than 
producing, what we do is help people produce themselves, to be self-sufficient. 

Is there any cooperative in the Spanish State that is both a 
commercialization company and a producer of electrical energy?

Gabriel Moreno: To give you an idea, in Union Renovables there’s a cooperative 
called Alginet, which got started in 1914. It formed at the beginning of the 20th 
century as a result of industrial development in this town. Since the electrical wires 
didn’t reach them, they formed a cooperative to create an electrical wiring system 
and, in addition to commercialization, they also play a part in distribution. That is, 
they’re among the 0.00% of energy distribution in Spain that isn’t in the hands of 
the oligopoly. There are others, too, like SOM Energía, which already has 60,000 
members and clients. They have a very high business volume, and part of the 
collective is focused on production. I actually think they have eight photovoltaic plants, 
one biomass, and one hydroelectric. There’s a diverse variety of cooperatives, but 
we all share the same principle of working together to facilitate the management 
of European projects, or to learn. There’s a generational group, an equality 
group. Those are to help the different large cooperatives with those transversal 
questions, and so that veterans like Alginet and other Valencian cooperatives 
can share their knowledge and desire to keep growing in a more unified way.

Are there municipal energy commercialization entities?

Gabriel Moreno: There are local governments. Cadiz, which to me is an exemplary 
local government within the State, has its own energy commercialization entity, 
where they have a very social way of operating. Meaning they have very good 
control over the economic power that the members have and which measures 
and types of assistance can be established in order for everyone to have access 
to this public service as a public service. So even though it’s a commercialization 
entity, it’s municipal. It’s very clear what the objectives are — guaranteeing 
enough electrical energy for the population. Its goal isn’t to sell energy to its 
client. Or, it is, but in a different way. This is what we used to talk about before the 
privatization of the sector. Of course you have to talk about privatization of the 
sector, and it’s legitimate for companies to make money. But there is the basic 
level of service, since this is about energy, that does need to be guaranteed.
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What types of members get involved in Solabria, and how do you know each other?

Jorge Alonso: We have all kinds of members. There are individual people who 
come from collectives and are already thinking about consumption of renewable 
energy and distributed power generation, and they want to participate in other ways 
of functioning. Then we have some cooperativists who participate and are totally 
different from what we know. We have really good prices. Some people come just for 
the prices, and others choose Solabria just because it’s from here, from Cantabria. 

There are two main ways that members find us. The first is through our speaking 
engagements, fairs, and exhibitions that people go to and become a part of the 
cooperative. There are usually ecology fairs, environmental fairs. So that type of 
person who goes to that type of event or talk. Then on the other hand we have 
people who find us through word of mouth. We don’t have commercials, we don’t 
go door to door or solicit to businesses trying to sell Solabria. No. People come to 
us because they’ve met us somewhere, or someone else has recommended us. 
And that’s when we see more variety in the people who come to us. In those cases 
the people don’t always share our line of thinking and desire to work cooperatively. 
They come because we’ve been recommended, and they trust the recommendation. 
That’s when we’re seeing people who aren’t of the same school of thought as 
Solabria. They come to us as clients, and they have to become members.

What service do the cooperative members receive once they join Solabria? 

Gabriel Moreno: A normal light and electricity contract. There’s no mystery in it. 
We’re the ones who send you the bill. You get your consumption numbers and prices 
each trimester, and at the end of the month you pay. The contract for electricity with 
Solabria is a contract that allows us to sell you electricity, just like any other company. 

What difference is there between Solabria and other 
energy commercializing companies?

Gabriel Moreno: What most sets us apart from other electricity companies is 
that behind the bills there are educational talks for the sake of consciousness-
raising and savings. We talk more about savings than consumption. Why? 
Because the most renewable types of energy, the types we consume, the 
least expensive, are energy that you don’t have to pay for. Our model of 
savings and energy efficiency is totally distinct from the capitalist model of 
growth. So we emphasize all those concepts wherever they’ll let us. 

You also organize educational activities through Solabria in formal and 
informal educational spaces to explain the advantages of the cooperative 
model and the importance of getting behind a sustainable and renewable 
energy model. Can you describe these educational activities? 

Gabriel Moreno: …So many years.

Jorge Alonso: …Six or seven years. And it’s the work of the people who do SDGs.

Gabriel Moreno: …Sustainable Development Goals…

Jorge Alonso: The 2030 Agenda lays all this out very explicitly…We’ve collaborated 
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with the high school a number of times to educate there, giving talks about 
the cooperative model. We’ve participated in some fairs that Universidad de 
Cantabria has hosted on the theme of cooperatives. We’re in high schools 
and other schools giving talks constantly. We offer workshops for kids, so they 
can learn about wind turbines and photovoltaic panels, how they work. 

Gabriel Moreno: We’re also involved in formal education in the sense that there 
are people who work in formal education and know Solabria and tell us, “I’d like 
you to bring your model into my classroom or to my staff, so they’re aware of this 
information.” For example, Jorge was talking about José Antonio Sánchez Raba, 
the director of Cisneros. We’ve given talks about the SDGs, not just related to 
energy, which is number seven, but also using energy as an excuse to talk about 
all the SDGs. We’ve been to Colegio Cisneros, Vital Alsar, Eloy Villanueva, Gerardo 
Diego here in Santander, and a number of other schools through CISE (Centro 
Internacional Santander Emprendimiento). So we’re very involved with people who 
work in formal education, and they invite Solabria in, in one way or another. 

Can schools in the Spanish State enter into electricity contracts with Solabria? 

Gabriel Moreno: Schools here in Spain do have the ability to enter into energy 
contracts freely, but there’s an agreement form from the Government of Cantabria with 
a certain commercializing company. Most schools end up squeezed by that contract 
and are afraid to leave. But people know we’re an alternative. And it’s true that since 
last year we have one school, the only one in Cantabria, and the local government 
of Comillas, thanks to Ramon, the City Councilman for Comillas. He met us, then he 
brought up the idea during the local government’s plenary that the school should 
be consuming renewable energy with our cooperative. We haven’t been able to give 
a talk at the high school in Comillas yet, but the kids know the school consumes 
renewable energy. We’ve given a talk to the local government, so they could get to 
know us. And when SARS-CoV-2 allows, we’ll be teaching face-to-face in these spaces 
again. We have a meeting coming up with the Council of Education to allow certain 
schools to switch to Solabria, so they can get out from under that agreement form. 

Who leads Solabria’s educational activities?

Gabriel Moreno: I give almost all of our regular talks in high schools. Two other 
members of Solabria, José Luis and Enrique, come with me. They’re the teachers. 
And they’re the custodians of the collection of renewable toys that we usually bring 
with us to fairs. It’s just that with their work schedules, it’s sometimes hard for them 
to make it to things. We don’t have a contract or anything, but sitting down with 
ten, fifteen kids and talking with them about electric energy, the electricity market, 
and these kinds of issues satisfies me personally very much. Mostly because I think 
about what you said before about learning. Sitting in front of ten kids and talking 
about the electricity market and bills and everything is an invigorating challenge 
for me because they come up with questions that adults wouldn’t ask. The truth 
is I really like giving the talks. Jorge has been coming with me for many years 
now. Now he comes to a lot more talks with me because he has to correct me on 
a lot of the technical aspects. In that way we really do work well in tandem. 

Outside of formal educational spaces, do you also work to educate 
people in institutions and public administration? 
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Gabriel Moreno: Actually on September 21st we’re going to participate for the first 
time in a training program through CEOE CEPYME here in Cantabria. We’re giving a 
workshop on electricity bills to a group of companies. And I’ve been in touch with 
the Chamber of Commerce because they give trainings on how to outsource, sell, 
and so on, and they really don’t talk about the monthly cost of electricity. That is, 
they don’t have anyone who sits down with people, looks at their bills, and looks 
at their consumption levels or advises them to switch to a lower voltage because 
they’re paying too much. We’re trying to do something as simple as that with the 
CEOE this year for the first time. Then we’ll see if, little by little, we break through 
the secret pact that seems to exist that makes it hard to get into that space.

Jorge Alonso: In 2019 we also participated in the Adult Education Day at Centro de 
Investigación del Medio Ambiente de Cantabria, which is in Vega. We gave a talk about 
savings on light and renewable energy. We must have given about 40 talks in 2019.

What relationship do you have to the professional sector? 

Gabriel Moreno: For example the Colegio de Arquitectos, thanks to their deacon, 
Moisés Castro Porto, was the first professional school to become a member of the 
cooperative. In addition to being the first client-member, they’ve also provided us 
with the space for our last two assemblies, and a place to give some talks. The 
one about electricity bills, an interesting day-long workshop on wind energy, and 
another on self-supply. We’re thinking of doing a talk specifically for architects 
because their existing teacher training doesn’t include anything like that. And 
that can’t be good. We’re trying to do everything we can, go wherever we’re 
called. Whenever anyone calls us, we accommodate as long as we can fit it in our 
schedule, and with our other training and formal educational work, I mean.

Is there a subsidy system in the Spanish State that helps democratize 
installation of the equipment that produces the energy we 
consume? Are those subsidies available to everyone?

Gabriel Moreno: Well you need money for the initial investment because until you 
make that investment, you can’t present a receipt as proof of payment for them to 
grant you the subsidy. What this means is that, like we were talking about earlier 
with the cultural gap, the economic gap is really large. That’s something we’ve 
criticized openly to the Government of Cantabria because it requires an investment 
of  €5,000. That excludes a lot of people who don’t have much savings or who 
have low levels of consumption due to low economic capacity. For us that’s a 
pretty big negative as far as the subsidies. There’s also fear of the unfamiliar. All 
of that often stops people from taking the first step. But we’ll see, little by little.

Jorge Alonso: I also want to add that in many cases the installation is 
complicated because you have to apply for a construction permit to get work 
done on your home, and in many local governments, not all, there are municipal 
architects who make complaints or ask for descriptive memos about the project 
including all the data about the materials that will be used, etc. In other local 
governments it’s not like that. They make it easier. But there are some local 
governments that have made complaints for months, to the point where you 
run out of time to receive the subsidy because they wouldn’t give you the 
construction permit, and we’re talking about a really minor job. It’s nothing.
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Gabriel Moreno: Another thing the local government can do is subsidize a part of 
your IBI (property taxes). If you install a unit, they give you some money to offset 
the cost of installation. There are many different measures that different types 
of governments should be taking to support the democratization of energy. It’s 
not enough to open up a helpline or a renewable energy line. You have to bring 
this out into the street, into everyday gestures, daily life, and see what’s going on 
and why there aren’t very many installations happening. There are studies that 
confirm that Spanish rooftops alone could generate 7-10% of all the energy we 
consume. We’re not there yet. Far from it. This is the first step we need to take.  

What are we paying for when we pay our electricity bill through a cooperative 
like Solabria? How about when we pay it through one of the oligopoly 
companies that dominate the electricity market in the Spanish State?

 Gabriel Moreno:  The oligopoly controls about 91% of the electricity contracts in the 
whole country. I mean, it’s a real oligopoly. In commercialization as well as distribution. 
So in a bill from Solabria or any other marketer, in the end you’re paying for the 
same thing. What sets us apart? First, you’re a co-owner of Solabria from the very 
beginning. With another commercialization company, I can’t go up to one of these big 
companies and say, “Hey, I’m Gabriel, I’d like to be part of the Steering Committee.” 
They’d say, “Oh, how nice. You came to the wrong place. Get out of here and go to 
Solabria.” So as far as payment, you’re paying for the same thing. The difference is 
that with us, for example, we give workshops on the bills, so people can understand. 
The bill is regulated by a ministerial decree. That means that what shows up in the bill 
is regulated according to norms that we have to comply with. We try to explain this 
to everyone who becomes a member of the cooperative, so they know what they’re 
being charged for. You’re basically paying for three things when you pay your electric 
bill: the voltage in your contract, which is the maximum amount of energy you can 
consume at one time. With appropriate guidance you can lower that and only pay for 
what you really need. In all the talks I give, I say that if you’re not blowing fuses, you’re 
paying too much, or you have more power than you need. You only pay for the energy 
you need, and the rest is the same. I mean, taxes serve to maintain the whole system: 
the distribution network, the transportation network, compensation for production 
on different levels. So the problem with all this, and this is the big difference, is that 
Solabria only commercializes renewable energy. Solabria is a cooperative, a collective 
of people without a profit motive. There are other marketers in the IBEX 35 who, in 
times of crisis like right now, will drain a reservoir, water that’s good for drinking and 
irrigation, and leave the reservoir at 15% because that’s the way to make the most 
money. So there’s a lot of ugly maneuvering, to put it nicely, that has nothing to do 
with providing a public service. They see energy as just another business. That’s not 
in the bill, but it’s what sets us apart. Conceptually, the rest is practically the same.

Who establishes the price of the kilowatt now?

Gabriel Moreno: The market establishes that. The market operator.

Jorge Alonso: There are two things. The price on the market at a given time is 
one thing. That’s the wholesale market. You pay for what you consume by the 
hour. Solabria, on the other hand, operates via pre-payments for energy. We buy 
energy for the next three months, the next year — energy that we can use from 
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now until a point in time in the future. So the way that we each establish our prices 
is different. How is price established in the market? Well there’s a pool where 
all the energy goes, and you go out and buy energy at whatever price you can 
find. In the first talk I gave at Mercado Eléctrico I said that if after the talk, people 
understood everything, that meant I’d explained badly. And that’s the way it is. 

 Are Solabria’s prices within reach for all people?

Gabriel Moreno: If we see that someone has the lowest rate in the regulated market 
or is receiving the social, discounted rate, we’re the first to tell them they shouldn’t 
join the cooperative. Why? Because we can see that those people don’t have 
economic capacity, and for better or worse, we can’t offer a less expensive product.

What would happen if cooperatives like Solabria took over the 
energy contracts for all the homes in this country?

Gabriel Moreno: Yes, we’d be delighted any month to have 90% of the state 
contracts because we’d certainly be less likely to have such a machiavellian 
market. The market would be more generous because that’s our philosophy.

What happens when a person or family can’t pay what they owe to an oligopoly 
company? Does the cooperative sector respond to nonpayment in the same way?

Gabriel Moreno: The problem is that the oligopoly is made up of capitalistic companies 
whose only goal is profit at any price. If they have to cut the lights on a family who 
can’t pay, they cut the lights on a family who can’t pay. That’s the way it is, plain 
and simple. A cooperative would never operate this way. Why? Because first, we 
have mechanisms to contact the person who missed a payment. What we were 
talking about before, having proximity in order to become a member, it’s that. Why? 
Because I’m telling you, “You are your own utility company.” Our motto is actually 
“Be the light company.”  So when people have issues of nonpayment, there’s always 
a dialogue that takes place with them, and there are mechanisms to spread the 
payments out a bit or slow them down, depending on the situation. That’s where 
the public service should step in, and, in cases where people aren’t in a position 
to pay, they should have somewhere they can go for help, in the same way that 
there’s an unemployment system. That is, there’s no system that hires unemployed 
people, but there is a public benefit that has the economic capacity to provide 
people with some money so they can survive, more or less. These are things that 
should coexist and run parallel. The problem is that we’ve lost the public service. 

Why has the public service been lost?

Gabriel Moreno: Endesa is a public company. It used to be a public energy 
commercialization company. Actually, they started off by tricking people, 
just like Telefónica. Both were public companies, and all their clients were 
captive customers. Then the companies privatized. So no one ever paid 
me dividends for what my family invested in Endesa in their day. Still, they 
ended up with the market advantage, and that’s sort of what we, the small 
marketers, are saying. These companies are starting off at an advantage. How 
I can possibly take 9 million clients from you that you got automatically.
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What are we talking about when we talk about green energy, 
renewable energy, and sustainable energy?

Gabriel Moreno: The words “green” and “sustainable” are being thrown around a 
lot. A practical example is with hydrogen, which everyone is talking about right now. 
We have to know how to differentiate. And this needs to be clear from the outset: 
All human activity has an impact. All of it. All energy has an impact. What remains 
to be seen is, of the alternatives we have, which has the least impact, or the least 
negative impact. Because a hydraulic dam is considered renewable energy, but it has 
a negative impact on the natural flow of the river, biotype, and biodiversity of the 
area. Not to mention those towns that in their day got stuck with the dam, right?

So that needs to be clearly stated, because sometimes people think energy comes 
out of thin air. It does come out of the air, but that requires a technology that has 
an impact, costs, a carbon footprint, an energy footprint. That’s to say, we have 
to look at the whole picture and analyze it in a global way. That, for starters.

And then, as far as energy, you can use a type of energy that has less impact, or is 
renewable, which is what’s being considered as far as the regulations. I mean, the 
water, the air, the sea. That is, cyclical energy that doesn’t require outside resources 
and requires the development of technologies in order to work. From my point of 
view, and I consider myself very green, that’s what it should really mean to be green. 
That’s what being green really is. What they’re trying to sell us is another story, 
because “green” is selling a lot lately. But it’s like the debate around organic products. 
I could buy an organic product that comes to me all the way from New Zealand, or 
I could buy a product from the farm nextdoor that barely travels at all and requires 
very little energy consumption, right? We have to be careful with those concepts. 

Some people come to our talks, and when we talk about the market, they say 
they want to go off the grid and get their own battery. I tell them the battery 
is part of the existing energy system. Don’t buy additional batteries. Sure, you’ll 
feel great because you’re self-sufficient, you’re off the grid. But those batteries 
have a cost as far as resources. They create waste because in a few years you’ll 
have to get rid of them. I mean, the battery already exists, it’s part of the grid, 
use it. What you have to do is use it in the best way possible. But this thing that 
looks green or sustainable and makes you self-sufficient actually has a much 
higher, more elevated cost than if you were connected to the energy grid. 

What remains to be done is a kind of commercialization. If we increase the 
demand for electrical energy, we obligate the market to up their offer, to increase 
production. That is, if tomorrow this country “goes green” completely and says, “I’m 
going to demand clean energy from my energy marketer,” the commercializing 
companies have a legal obligation to supply electricity with a guarantee of origin. 
These are certificates of guarantee of origin put out by the CNMC (Comisión 
Nacional de los Mercados y la Competencia), and we pay for their seal that says 
you’re buying organic products, or that a product comes from a certain area. 
So you pay for that. Actually, in theory our energy should be more expensive 
than energy that doesn’t have those certifications of guarantee of origin. 

Everyone can demand renewable energy from their energy commercializing 
company; actually I always say, “Don’t switch companies, but do ask the one you 
contract with to supply only 100% renewable energy.” You can see that in the bill, 
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in the well-known section of the bill with the images. Solabria is all green because 
we only commercialize renewable energy. There are other bills where you see a 
mix of different colors based on the energy sources. You can demand that any 
marketer, even Endesa, Iberdrola, or Repsol, have a contract through which they 
supply you only renewable energy. That’s the best option if you don’t want to switch 
because you already have a relationship with your current company. That’s the 
most direct effect of changing the energy model. And that’s where we talk about 
energy sovereignty. I mean, it’s sort of the butterfly effect. With my light bill I’m 
fighting climate change, and I’m bringing my carbon footprint to the state level. 
Why? Because the energy I’m consuming isn’t coming straight from the power 
outlet. Because all this depends on the distributor, but all the energy I’m paying 
for is produced through renewable sources that are changing the energy model.

Jorge Alonso: Bad practices get in the way of good practices, and that’s what we’re 
seeing in renewables. For example on the topic of wind turbines. They’re not going 
to build good wind farms because bad wind farms have a negative impact. A lot of 
collectives are totally against them, and that’s normal. But that bad practice is dragging 
down other wind farms that are doing it right. And that happens with everything. It 
happens with photovoltaic energy, biomass energy, everything. Now we’re seeing it 
with electric cars. Have we really evaluated the impact of a battery that we’ll have to 
throw out in ten years? What are we going to do with that? That won’t catch on.

What are some of the most important debates in the energy sector?

Gabriel Moreno:  Of course here we talk about wind because that’s the 
resource we have. But if you go to the south of Spain, the big debate there 
is that we’re seeing groups of ecologists and political parties question the 
installation of certain solar farms. Why? Because of the land value.

Jorge Alonso: You cause the desertification of a whole area just to put in a solar park…

Gabriel Moreno: …Yes, a very interesting line of work that’s coming up now and 
should have come up years ago is agrovoltaics.  That means making agriculture, 
livestock farming, and energy production compatible with each other. But Brussels 
doesn’t have the regulations ready yet. Brussels tells you that if you declare that a 
certain piece of land will be used to grow grass, you won’t be able to install solar 
panels because that changes the land use to industrial. And you can’t declare that 
industrial-use land to get help from the PAC (Política Agrícola Común). So Brussels 
is getting involved, and their lack of both guiding regulations and flexibility is 
requiring people to come up with numbers and say, “I earn €1,000 a year from one 
hectare of melons, and with one hectare of solar I make €10,000.” Let’s see who 
tells the melon growers to stop growing melons. The issue, of course, is that the 
land necessary to produce food items. So we’re pitting energy against food, and not 
just energy, but the profits of the oligopoly, which is also involved in the debate.

Who are the main producers of renewable energy in Spain?

Gabriel Moreno: The main producers of renewable energy in Spain aren’t the 
cooperatives. They’re the big companies. That’s how it is, plain and simple. Like it or not. 
Now, what you have to decide is, “Would I rather Iberdrola have a wind farm or a gas-
burning cogeneration plant?” That’s the distinction to make. From there, the decision 
is ours. Things are actually changing. Adif, for example, is offering a 100% renewable 
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electric energy plan. There are a number of autonomous communities that are doing 
that, and local governments, too. I mean, the legal possibility is there. It’s not illegal. 
But it depends on the people in charge, the decisions they make. We have a local 
government in the north of Palencia for which all the points of supply are with Solabria.

How does a cooperative entity like Solabria understand 
the concepts of “profit” and “profitability?”

Jorge Alonso: We’ve been doing social balance accounting for a year. And we’re not 
talking about financial accounting where every year you have to go to the General 
Assembly and decide among the members, “Hey, we’ve earned this amount, we’ve 
accumulated this much, these were our profits.” Now it’s, “What impact are we having 
on society? How many people are finding us through word of mouth? Who have 
we been helping with COVID? Who have we helped? How have we helped? How 
have we helped people who are unemployed? If we have non-payment, why is it 
happening? How can we help the person deal with those payments?” It’s a multi-
layered thing, and it’s very interesting to see that Solabria isn’t just a light bill that 
you pay. No. There’s also everything behind that. How much energy we’ve generated 
with the plants from ECOOO, how much green energy we’ve commercialized.

What have been the local governments’ institutional 
responses to the coming energy transition?

Jorge Alonso: We’ve encountered all kinds of responses. We’ve had nice responses 
like, “We want to do this, and we’ll use all the legal tools we have to switch over 
to Solabria.” We’ve also heard the total opposite, they tell us no and say they’d 
rather keep paying 16% more than the rate we’re offering, or they refuse to let 
us help them write a plan for how to bring a certain amount of points of supply 
into the market, even if we won’t be the beneficiaries of that. We help you save 
money. It doesn’t matter to us if you do that with Solabria or another company.

Gabriel Moreno:  The response depends on the person.

Jorge Alonso: That’s right…

Gabriel Moreno:  Here’s an example: When we sent mail out to all the local 
governments around licensing, streamlining the bureaucratic process. The response 
of the Government of Comillas was immediate, and within a month Jesus Cancio 
High School in Comillas was getting their electric energy from Solabria. The 
Government of Cabuerniga switched over to us right away. Also because their 
economic savings were pretty substantial. For some governments we’ve done an 
evaluation, and they’ve decided they wanted to switch a point of supply and save 
a lot of money, but someone in the administration, usually the secretary, doesn’t 
understand well, and the system ends up blocking us. Don’t be deceived, though. 
Where there’s a will, there’s a way. The process is underway already, actually.

Keeping in mind all that you’ve explained, and considering the proposals 
that are emerging, it’s clear that we stand in support of a systems change, 
not just an energy transition. What thoughts do you have on that?
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Gabriel Moreno: Of course. That’s why when people talk about ecological 
transition, I ask, “What kind of transition? Using an electric car instead of burning 
gasoline? No. Don’t stop there.” There’s a lot more to be done. We should be 
talking about trains before we talk about electric cars. It’s the same thing. I 
mean, before we start installing turbines anywhere, let’s put solar panels on all 
the roofs. Then let’s see how many turbines we need. But not the kind we’re 
currently producing. We need more efficient systems of production that can 
produce more using less energy. That’s how you determine efficiency.

What challenges and advice can you share from your 
experience and process as a cooperative?

Gabriel Moreno: One of our efforts, and one thing we’re learning, is trying to 
make our Steering Committee more female. We’ve had years of what I’ll call “sad 
masculinity.” I’m not trying to sound too negative about it…Understand that sadness, 
on a mental and hormonal level, is important and enriching. We added two women 
to the Steering Committee, and we like that—because I’m also the spokesperson 
for Solabria within Union Renovables. We have a statewide group that focuses 
on equality. I’m the voice of Solabria, the spokesperson for Solabria, within that 
equality group, and often our learning is about how we can create spaces in which 
any woman who is part of the cooperative decides to join voluntarily, especially 
because you’ve got to enjoy it to take time out of your personal, family, or work life.

We achieved this, not without difficulties, but now we have those two people on 
the Steering Committee, and we’re learning, and opening up spaces for people 
who are interested in participating. Because we say the assemblies are more or 
less the governing body at the state level. If you have an assembly with 5-10% 
participation among members of the society, that’s a high rate of success. We’re 
somewhere around there. And now with COVID we’ve learned how to do this 
virtually, too. An essential element of human contact is lost that way. But we also 
have to learn to evolve. And the carbon footprint will certainly thank us for it. That’s 
the kind of learning we’re doing, learning to be a lot more open on a personal level, 
too. Learning to talk, how to transmit tremendously complex information about 
the electricity market, with all of its specific terminology, how it fits into the greater 
machinery of our societies, and so on. What we’re seeing now with electricity bills. 
Translating all this into language that any person could understand. I practice 
with my kids at home. Because understanding leads to involvement. We want a 
dynamic, not rigid, steering committee because that means the people who make 
up the cooperative are alive. And if the people are alive, the cooperative is alive.

That’s kind of what we’re trying to break with. We went through a tough 
time three or four years ago because we weren’t charging people yet. It was 
total proselytism. We gave talks, we encouraged people to become members 
of GoiEner, a nearby sister cooperative that was charging at the time. And 
we had a long dry spell. Then starting in 2018 when we began charging 
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people, we saw we needed to do a refresh of the Steering Committee and 
the Assembly to open things up more. And I think we’re achieving that. We 
tried to make it easier because in the end this is a voluntary commitment. 

Jorge Alonso: It’s a new day.

Is Solabria a political project? If so, what kind of politics are we talking about?

Gabriel Moreno: Solabria is a cooperative. And my primary form of political 
activism is local, here in this region. I want to separate these two things. I won’t 
speak for my cooperative because it’s a whole collective of people. I can talk 
about what Solabria does. Each individual has their own political inclination. So 
politically Solabria has no ties to anyone because it’s a collective of people.

How do you keep hope alive and stay energized in this time 
of energy collapse and political disaffection?

Jorge Alonso: I love what I do. If I were to go back ten years, I would do 
all this over again. So I’m where I want to be, and I’m enjoying it. I mean, 
I don’t need anything else to motivate me to keep doing this.

Gabriel Moreno: For me personally, there are a lot of things that satisfy me. First, 
as a dad I think there are certain things I need to do. Because on a personal level 
I’m enjoying now the resources that my kids will inherit later. I’m giving people the 
opportunity to take action, rather than complaining or just speaking out. It’s being 
able to say that every month when I pay my light bill, I’m contributing automatically 
to a transformation of the system. And then, on a collective level, I give people the 
opportunity to know about these things. And it’s really fulfilling when people recognize 
that. My cousin was talking to me about that last week. I mean, creating a network 
really goes much deeper than money. It’s about all of us. It’s also reassuring to me that 
there are so many people who like to share, and that’s what’s helping us grow. And 
then also every contract of ours is another contract that’s not in that other sector.
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What is your name and what relationship do 
you have to the field of economics?

My name is Joaquín Romano. We’re in Valladolid. I work 
at the University of Valladolid as a professor of Public 
Economics and Natural Resources Economics. 

You are an economist, a university professor, and a contributor to 
the Landscape Unit of the Council of Europe and Vicepresident of 
Asociación Aperos de ayer, in which you coordinate the Center for 
Interpretation of Rural Life. How did you get into ecological economics?

More than my arriving at ecological economics, it’s like ecological 
economics was already there. It found me because, in a way, the 
economics I had been trained in lacked ethics and morals related 
to the idea of caretaking. Ecological economics is also a natural 
landing point because the economy has to be connected with natural 
processes, it can’t exist outside of them. And it’s part of life, right?

What is ecological economics?

A better question might be what isn’t ecological economics. Maybe we 
can locate the difference between “ecology” and “economy” by looking 
at the etymology of both words. They share the same root, “eco.” The 
difference is that “-nomy” means administration and “-logy” means 
caretaking. The root, “eco,” means home, so when we talk about ecological 
economics, we’re talking about the administration of the home with the 
aim of caretaking and protection. And this notion of home encompasses 
the notions of family, community, and planet. Basically, any economy 
that emphasizes care could be considered an ecological economy.

You’re a university professor, and you work in an economics department. 
Which economic model is taught at the university, and why that model?

I’m a professor at a public university. You might think that in public 
universities the focus would be on the common good, on education for 
everyone. In reality the public sphere has been corrupted by the very model 
in which we find ourselves. The economics they teach in both public and 
private universities is fundamentally neoliberal, capitalist, and market-
based. It’s private-sphere economics, not economics for the common good. 
These are economic theories and models based on rationales of selfishness 
and individualism. They conflict with the entire idea of communalism, 
community, etc. So the model being taught in basically all universities, 
and especially in Spanish universities, is a neoliberal economic model that 
departs from the idea of caretaking that social economics should have. 
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Neoliberal economics is an economics of exploitation, of resource exhaustion, 
of inequality. These are the economic models and theories we’re teaching the 
new generations, when we should be teaching them collective logic and ways of 
thinking, economic theories and practices oriented towards taking care of people 
and the planet, economic theory and activity that serves the people, rather than 
people who serve the economy. This has pretty much always been the situation, 
although very different concerns have existed within the university; there have 
also been schools and professors who are committed in one way or another to 
alternative approaches to economics. But ultimately, the mechanisms have always 
been centered on what we might call the interests of an elite, of the status quo. 
Universities have elitist foundations and structures from the beginning. Professors 
were originally a certain aristocracy, so we are in some ways heirs to that aristocracy, 
and a certain elitism dictates precisely that what predominates is education in service 
to the elites and not in service to what we might call the community in general.

You are part of a cooperative, and you coordinate the Huella Verde 
collective. Would you say that this project is structured around the 
possibility of ecological  production for ecological consumption?

First of all, ecological production doesn’t exist. Not in ecological terms or in what you 
could call real terms because in trophic food chains, the human being is a consumer. 
We don’t naturally perform photosynthesis. Let’s define plants as organisms that 
metabolize nutrients through the miracle of photosynthesis. Everything else—all 
other organisms that, like us, are underneath the plant kingdom, find themselves 
in the position of consumers in the sense that really, even though man refers to 
the transformation of these natural resources as production, even in what we call 
production what we are doing is consuming. We are always consuming, right? So 
ecological consumption doesn’t exist. But we can develop an idea of ecological 
production within this economic context, if we understand ecological production as 
production that adapts to the limits set by the natural environment. We live on a finite 
planet. It’s clear that there are limits, and as long as our administration of resources 
exists within those limits, we can talk about a certain level of ecological production. 

How do you measure profitability, or how would you define profitability 
in the economic context of ecological production and consumption?

The idea of profitability comes back, again, to the same thing. Is it profitable in 
terms of money? It might be, it might not be, that depends on a lot of things. In 
commercial terms productivity is very relative, but in what we could call collective 
terms, productivity and profitability can’t exceed certain basic limits.  If we don’t 
produce ecologically, we go over those limits. The social and ecological costs of 
this are practically unbearable. They’re unsustainable, which is the word that’s 
in use right now. Regarding profitability in market terms, I’d say an ecological 
enterprise can be profitable. With the way ecological production is organized, 
prices are higher, and people are willing to pay.  So of course there has to be 
some margin of economic profitability. But beyond that, what I call “collective 
profitability” refers to the benefits we can derive from those activities. 

Essayist and poet Jorge Riechmann (also an ecologist, like you) writes that 
democracy is not compatible with capitalism. What would you say?
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Capitalism and democracy are words that can refer to so many different things 
that in the end their meaning probably varies a lot depending on the person, their 
context, etc. My understanding of these words aligns with what Jorge Reichmann 
is saying, in the sense that the market economy is a destructive economy. This 
economy that is destructive towards humans and natural habitats can never be 
considered acceptable by what we could call a majority or a minority. It’s a bit like 
talking about the Nazis or saying that the Nazis were compatible with democracy. 
Maybe they came off as compatible at first, but then we saw that really, Nazism 
and democracy clash; they were in conflict. And ultimately, we see that conflict like 
this generates violence. And democracies of violence shouldn’t be accepted.

In the 20i5 edition of Revista Papeles you published an essay titled “Teaching in 
the Landscape, Rural Culture, and Traditional Ecological Knowledge” [“Educar en 
el paisaje en la cultura rural y en el conocimiento ecológico tradicional.”] This text 
emphasizes the importance of this type of education amidst a predominantly urban 
model of society. According to this essay, it seems that these days the term “rural” 
is  most often understood in opposition to the category of “urban,” and not as 
another possible form of life and relation with the environment and its inhabitants. 
Can you explain to us how you understand rural existence from your work?

Of course the most widespread interpretations are to some degree a product of 
reductionism, which we’ve gotten used to. They’re also a product of the system 
itself, which drives the two terms to duality: rural against urban. It ends up feeling 
like everything that isn't a city is countryside, and that’s how it remains defined. 
Basically, the determining factor is population density. Where there’s a very small 
population it’s rural,  and where there’s a very high population density, where a 
lot of people live together, then that’s a city. Really, from a slightly deeper point 
of view, we can say that “rural” life has a certain connection to the earth, and that 
connectedness to the earth shapes rural life. We can compare that to other, non-
rural contexts, where there’s a distancing from earth-centered values. It’s in these 
contexts that our sense of connection with the earth  is lost and something else 
takes shape. This new thing is no longer the countryside, and it’s no longer related 
to this original idea of rural existence as something connected to natural processes. 

How is this rural culture linked to the commons and the idea of communal property?

When we talk about land, we’re really talking about all of the natural resources 
that exist within that communal space. Agriculture, which is the primary activity 
because food is a basic need for human beings, is dependent on those resources: 
water, soil, air–a whole series of elements that are, by nature, communal. 

Water is a very clear example: It doesn’t have an owner because nobody produces 
water, so nobody can own it. But with land the same thing happens; there are certain 
limits on how I, as a landowner, use my land. In fact, initially, in rural areas the idea 
of passing land onto one’s heirs, to future generations, was to pass it on with its 
agricultural capacities intact. The idea wasn’t to pass on land that was completely 
exhausted to the next generation. To some degree, participating in the process of 
passing on land—not just communal land, but private property as well—was one 
element in a sum of interwoven dynamics that, when taken together, make up the 
notion of community.  For example, in Castilla there are many villages that were 
called communal silos, where all the people had to contribute to the communal silo 
to protect the community from a lack of food. And there are a thousand and one 
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formulas for sharing not just water or land, but also the products that come from 
them, because those villages never stopped being very communal structures.

We often hear of a connection between rural areas and the practice 
of communal labor. Is that an exclusive relationship?

No. Communal work really has a much bigger presence in people's lives than the 
dominant market system seems to suggest. In fact, new technologies, the internet, 
etc., are based on communal models, principles, and rules. The people who make 
Wikipedia, all the people who make use of all these social networks, are really 
the community itself, right? And then these networks get taken advantage of 
for commercial purposes. But the user dynamic, the dynamic of contribution, is 
a model that’s present in practically everything. Transportation that operates in 
cities isn’t private transportation, it’s collective transportation. If you remove the 
metro or collective transportation from a city like Madrid, the city collapses, it can’t 
function. Ultimately, we can see that communal thinking and practice is and will 
continue to be fundamental to survival in any context, urban, rural, or otherwise. 

Within the capitalist archetype, urban areas are often depicted as superior to 
rural areas. Where does this hierarchy come from and who does it benefit?

These types of hierarchical differences are generated when one thing gets put ahead 
of another based on certain metrics. The metrics are clear in economic terms: It’s 
contribution to GDP, to the productivity of the system. If we understand that rural 
areas are specialized in primary activities, fundamentally in agriculture and food 
production, and we contrast that with the service sector, which is predominant in 
urban contexts, we see how ultimately the service sector is a lot more productive; the 
service sectors have more influence on GDP than food services can have. But that’s 
GDP, not reality. When we consider people’s grocery baskets and consumption habits, 
we see that food is really important. If the contribution of agriculture to the GDP is 
around 3%, for families the amount spent on groceries is around 25%. Depending 
on the home, it can reach even higher levels. Eating, or eating well, continues to be a 
priority for families and for people in general. That means that we cannot live without 
the economic sector that produces food, and we can’t place other economic activities 
hierarchically above food production, just because they have a greater value added. 
Fictions like this get debunked when we rediscover our understanding of the living 
beings that we are. Our metabolism basically requires food, that’s the situation.

From your point of view, why is it important to recover rural culture?

The term “rural culture” has a little to do with the idea of rurality as being closely 
connected to and caring for the land and people. Basically we care for the earth 
in order to produce quality food, which allows us to take care of ourselves. We’re 
the ones who eat, and ultimately our primary form of care has to come from 
food. In a way, the notion of rurality encompasses this broad idea of caretaking. 
Not having a culture of caretaking, or a rural culture, concerned with the things 
most essential to us— food and the earth that feeds us —is to ultimately enter 
into brutality, or whatever you want to call it. There isn’t an alternative. If you 
don’t have a rural, caretaking culture, what you really have is a brutal and barbaric 
model that maintains itself by giving priority to things that may seem very 
cultured, but which, in practice, lead us down a path to social rebarbarization. 
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Someone might think that the exploitation of the earth utilizing new 
technologies should also be a part of what might be called a culture of 
the new rurality. What are your thoughts on this association?

This is sort of connected to an idea that is sometimes held of modernity, of 
progress, which are terms that are associated precisely with that. We have achieved, 
thanks to technology, levels of food production that are amazing. And we have 
also ensured that food products reach all parts of the world, and now we have 
what you could call a culture of traveling food products, wherein the food that we 
eat has traveled 2000 km on average before it reaches our homes. So we can 
understand all of that as part of our culture, but really it’s like how we talk about 
a culture of war. We’ve decided that our training is for some of us to kill others 
or destroy the planet, and we call that culture. We can only call it progress, we 
can call it modernity, but ultimately, it’s not evolution, it’s regression; it’s humanity 
going backwards in terms of civilization, we just dress it up as progress. 

You often talk about the importance of educating ourselves in the 
landscape. Can you explain to us what this means exactly?

The concept of landscape has a lot to do with perceptions and emotions.  At 
least in my opinion, we should reinterpret the idea of education. We can’t teach 
people if the recipient of our teaching aren’t in a place to learn. Ultimately, 
individual learning happens when the information received creates excitement for 
the learner, and makes them feel a predisposition towards experiencing, living, 
getting excited about all the knowledge they’re receiving. Ultimately, in a sense, 
landscape education is an emotional education. It’s a very sensory education. It’s 
an education of very few words, and it’s very experiential. It’s about touching, 
feeling. Landscape education is based on the idea that education is innate in 
practically all living beings. And landscape education is not an education in what 
we see, or in pictorial images. It’s a lived education. It’s a reflection on and of our 
everyday reality. The best way to reflect on our lives is by starting with and from 
our everyday reality, by reflecting on the world of our own of relationships and 
discovering the violence we carry out through normalized and apparently everyday 
activities, like opening a bottle of water, things that feel very normal, but clearly 
have transformative effects on the environment and the economic model. 

Where is it possible to get a landscape education?

In Spain there have been some schools that teach this way. There are also certain 
trends, like a free school of education and there are some historical antecedents 
such as Patrick Geddes, who developed specific ways of teaching architecture 
and geography. He used to say it was like climbing to the highest part of a valley 
and seeing all of the elements, so we can then have an integrated understanding. 
His educational experiences broke with the trilogy wherein the professor, book, or 
materials, etc. talk. They were about “living an experience and then talking about 
it.” The learning emerged out of that dialogue. Education used to be like that, and 
now, of course, that format no longer exists and, interestingly,  is lacking the most 
in rural settings because we now have many rural schools with few children. That’s 
a place where we we have an opportunity to work with exactly this model. 
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Is it possible to have the theory of ecological economics and the defense 
of rural culture and landscape education come together in practice?

I’d say so. Through the University, with experiences and projects that put into practice 
what, in a way, I’m trying to pass on in my courses, I collaborate in a collective. It’s 
an association that we call the Rural Life Interpretation Center (Centro Interpretación 
Vida Rural), which tries to display the past in a way that allows us to learn valuable 
lessons from connections with the environment and between people. As a family, we 
also have a small farm that we acquired. It’s as a space surrounded by infrastructure, 
and it was at risk of disappearing as food-producing land. We planted an orchard 
that we thought was most likely to adapt to that area. The area isn’t particularly 
well-suited for agriculture and isn’t in an especially suitable climate for nuts, but 
since nuts are sort of the starting point, and they’re products that don’t go bad, 
they have their own packaging, etc., etc. Therefore, they’re products that offer great 
opportunities, both for consumption and for testing models of alimentary sustainability.

Can you explain to us what La Huella Verde is and what 
activities are developed in this space?

Well, in a way, it began as a specific project that connected consumer groups within the 
city of Valladolid. The city of Valladolid, which has around 300,000 inhabitants, doesn’t 
have a very long-standing tradition of consumer groups, collectives, or embracing 
this idea of going directly from the producer to the consumer through “farm to table” 
processes. We could be talking about some 500 people in this city, which isn’t much 
compared to a population of 300,000, but these people have organized themselves 
to gain direct access to the producers and to be able to consume those products. In 
certain conditions, for example, we also invite them to collect the products themselves. 
We’re still there, caring for the trees, but then from there people come to harvest the 
fruit and even participate in events like the flowering period or certain activities in the 
tree seasons, which are really thrilling seasons. So that’s a little bit about the dynamic 
we try to promote, where consumer groups have a high level of interaction. But this 
is a small fringe, 500 people, within a much larger population. Maybe 10% of people 
actually participate in the harvest for a day, or a few hours, as part of an event we 
organize. It’s a very collective and familial event, and we spend the day there on the 
land. There are many different types of of nuts, mainly almonds, hazelnuts, and then 
walnuts and other self-supplying trees. We invite the people to harvest them themselves.

Is La Huella Verde involved with other consumption cooperatives in the area?

We work with a number of consumption cooperatives. The one that we work with the 
most is called Ecogerme. It might be the strongest consumer group  in Valladolid. They 
have a physical store. Consumers know that what they purchase there is an ecological 
product from nearby, and that they’re contributing to the creation of alternative 
agricultural economies with alternative diets. There are about 10 other consumer groups, 
but they are a bit less professionalized in the sense that they do it all themselves, 
whereas in Ecorgerme there are employees to look after the store, to manage orders, etc.

There are also other groups of about 25 or 30 people — not very large — where 
there’s one person or a group that takes charge of receiving products in a certain 
shop or home, maybe one day a week, and then makes them available for the rest 
of the members of the community or group to go collect them. We ourselves are 
a part of those groups; we produce and consume. When we bring our products 
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there, we pick up products from other producers because we produce nuts as our 
specialized production, and we consume a lot of produce, dairy products, cheeses, 
etc. that those groups share. It’s true that we are pro-consumers and we do a lot of 
bartering, bringing our own products and leaving with products from other producers. 

Are cooperatives committed to local production and consumption an alternative 
to the capitalist economic model of production and consumption?

These projects’ problem is the quickening pace of the cities themselves. When 
Valladolid industrialized, the city developed certain infrastructure in order to 
feed its residents, like a network of canals, mainly the Canal de Duero. The 
city had previously had problems with water and providing food, but with the 
infrastructure it became a practically a sustainable city. Between the year 1900, 
say, when this infrastructure was created, and 1940, when the city went from 
having more than 60,000 inhabitants to around 150,000, the population tripled 
in size, and it was necessary to increase the entire amount of food. So the 
surroundings of Valladolid were transformed into orchards to produce the city’s 
food. At that time, the city of Valladolid provided about 80% of its own food. 

Currently in the documented food self-sufficiency strategy created by the municipal 
government, it has been found that the city of Valladolid gets about 5 percent of its food 
supply from nearby production, in the surrounding 100, 150 kilometers, only 5 percent of 
our food. That’s why most of our food is what is called “traveling food.” Before reaching 
our table it has a journey, on average, of 2000 kilometers. Foods from Latin America travel 
even greater distances, but the average is around there. Even products that we produce 
in our own surroundings are then taken elsewhere for processing. And it’s not unique to 
Spain. For example, it’s kind of like when the Suez Canal was closed because a ship got 
stuck, and the Norwegians were left without fish because the salmon they fish there is sent 
to China or other countries in Asia to be processed, so that it can then be brought back 
to Norway, The main producer of salmon ended up short on food because their salmon, 
before reaching their tables or others, has to travel maybe 15,000 kilometers. These are 
the economics we’re dealing with. As long as we have these economics, it’s difficult for 
these projects to attain the reach that they had even 50 years ago, not too long ago. 

What factors explain the process of depopulation in rural Castille?

The explanation, or theory, is that the modernization of the countryside has resulted 
in labor no longer being needed. The replacement of mules or beasts of burden or 
people with machines means that these people no longer have employment, and 
that kind of employment is no longer needed. That’s the story, or a version of the 
story, because if machines are doing the work of people in a redistributive economy, 
then what people could do is continue living in their habitat, working many fewer 
hours and enjoying those surroundings because that’s where they’ve grown up, 
it’s where their parents were born, where their grandparents are buried, and they 
presumably feel familiar with the people there. However, our current economic model, 
which is based on exclusion, has resulted in these people being excluded from that 
space, such that a class of migrants that we might call rural-urban, similar to what 
we are seeing with north-south migrants, are going through a traumatic process 
of abandoning their roots to enter into a particular version of modernity. The only 
explanation for this is that the public authorities haven’t generated redistributive 
mechanisms or necessary mechanisms for taking care of nature so that people can stay 
put and inhabit an environment in which nature provides all the essential services. 
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Why does the government seem uninterested in investing 
in public assistance to repopulate rural areas?

The state is funded by what we might call income from capital labor. So the State 
has to do away with models of self-sufficiency. When people in these environments 
become self-sufficient, it’s not just in food production, they become self-sufficient even 
in their own government because these people organize themselves communally 
to build roads, or for education, or to create other elements that make life work 
within what we might call a framework of coexistence, or sharing in life. But that 
format then means that the state wouldn’t have power over the masses. 

Ultimately the State has the power, and in a way states introduce a whole 
series of exclusionary mechanisms, meanwhile spouting this “we are bringing 
back the countryside” narrative. . .if they improved the distribution of public 
aid– not in production but in public aid related to agriculture–that would be 
appreciated. We could achieve repopulation in practical terms. But we have to 
look at how public aid is distributed. 50 percent of the income from agricultural 
subsidies gets collected in the city of Madrid. What does that mean? It’s clear 
that landowners and the owners of certain resources are being paid, but the 
inhabitants of these places are not being paid. If this income were paid to 
the inhabitants of those places, no one in their right mind would leave.

With income to cover your basic needs and to have the same amount of property 
and services as in the city but the benefit of living in this rural environment, 
nobody in their right mind would leave, nobody would give up their houses. 
Right now we are seeing, for example, the tragedy of the volcano in La Palma, 
which is forcing people out of their homes, but nobody gives up their house if 
not for a catastrophe. When people are giving up their homes in the villages, 
it’s precisely because they’re living with a catastrophic outlook, where the 
income that should be there, because it is generated there, is slipping away 
because, among other things, the public authorities are funneling it away.

Based on what you’ve been explaining, it would seem that the government is not 
investing public assistance in models of sustainable and ecological production and 
consumption. What are public funds destined for agriculture being invested in then?

I’ll give you an example from Castilla y León of agricultural production with organic 
certification. When aid is distributed, the types of agriculture that get the most funds 
are agriculture under plastic and irrigation agriculture. But, of course, when we call 
plastic ecological production, there’s a conflict there. And in Spain some territories and 
provinces do all their agriculture under plastic. Agriculture under plastic is the type 
of agriculture that gets the most public funding in Spain, even with all the ecological 
problems it causes. And regarding irrigation. . .When in Castilla y León, the farming of 
a crop like beets basically takes up 20 percent of the region’s water supply, then we 
have a problem. Water that comes from the sky and is naturally available can produce 
ecological products. On the other hand, there’s water from aquifers, which accumulates 
in a certain place over thousands, sometimes millions, of years and then is extracted by 
drilling down to levels as deep as 500 or even 2000 meters. Often that water contains a 
load of metals and significant toxins. So, saying that food is ecological when it’s irrigated 
with this type of water, which is clearly a non-renewable resource, is contradictory. 
And non-irrigated land, the most natural crops, that’s what gets punished the most.
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The same thing happens with fertilizer. Even though chemical fertilizers aren’t used, 
many systems of fertilization have immense costs in that the fertilizer requires 
processing, a lot of transportation, etc. In our case, there are three herds of livestock 
within five kilometers of us that, due to their characteristics, don’t produce waste 
that can be certified as ecological. As a result, we have to bring in waste that 
sometimes travels hundreds of kilometers. Or for example, now in some of our 
watering, we are using cheap vinasse that comes from sugar cane and organic waste, 
but that comes from southern Spain to reach our operation, a journey that round 
trip is over 2000 kilometers more than the fertilizers that we could be using. 

We call these products organic because it’s true that for the consumer they don’t 
have as many toxins, or they don’t have toxins and they are much more natural. 
And in that sense, we should give them a rating as healthier or more natural foods. 
But we’ve got to understand that the term organic in the sense that they also take 
care of the planet is an inadequate term because when you’re in Spain eating, for 
example, organic kiwis from New Zealand, the carbon footprint of that kiwi makes it 
anti-ecological by definition. And I know that when there is a year with an almond 
surplus, those almonds go to the global market, and in Spain we export organic 
almonds to the United States, while at the same time the United States exports a 
ton of nonorganic almonds to us. So, we see how these organic products also look 
for higher economic capacities, since they are looking for a type of consumer with 
greater purchasing power. Ultimately, they end up traveling more, they end up being 
changed more, and they end up entering a chain of anti-ecological products. 

At the present moment, the policy of degrowth is being proposed as one 
of the possible ways to tackle the problem of the destruction of life on 
the planet. What is your opinion of this proposal as an economist?

I believe that the economic model requires a look back in time. As I was saying 
earlier, Valladolid had a period when it grew without abandoning sustainability. So the 
question, as you rightly said, is not about zero growth. That’s not the issue. Success 
doesn’t lie just in growth and degrowth. Clearly we have to also change the ways 
we measure the concepts of growth and degrowth. GDP has already been shown 
to be a completely misleading indicator of the reality of growth because within GDP 
the destruction that our economic model cause is calculated as growth, meaning 
that the model grows to the extent that there is destruction. It seems like there’s a 
contradiction there. The capitalist model is a model that lives through contradictions. 
But again, beyond that sort of reductionist dichotomy, to grow or not to grow, there 
must be a complete paradigm shift, aimed directly at recovering this root of the 
concept of economy, which is  care-work, and to ask the State to introduce in its 
policies and put at the center that idea of care-work, such as care for people and 
care for the ecosystem. Is doing that complicated? Well, to the extent that States are 
not in the hands of the people but rather in the hands of capital and the powerful, 
it is irreversible; but to the extent that we are able to overcome that, it is possible. 

What encourages these 500 families in the city of Valladolid to 
be active members of the Huella Verde cooperative?

Since we’re to a certain extent an alternative collective, we all have certain 
criticisms of the status quo. Each person has his or her specific consideration 
and personal motivation for being  involved. There are people who are there only 
because they want to have non-toxic food and want their children to eat non-
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toxic food; they look strictly at that personal interest of having a much healthier 
diet for themselves and their family. There are people who have more of the 
perspective we were discussing: I’m interested in taking care of myself, but I’m 
also interested in knowing what I’m consuming, and that I’m contributing to taking 
care of other spaces, other planets, another way of understanding life and so on. 
Other people understand that we have to learn to participate in these communal 
organizations because our defense against the system lies precisely in alternative 
groups that self-organize against it. So, the perspectives are very wide-ranging. 

For me personally, Lennon’s saying about how life is the thing that happens while 
we’re making other plans, that’s really what I’ve discovered. That is, the ecological 
economy is life and the market economy, the dominant economy, is those plans. In a 
way, I embrace my trees or my project as a project of discovering and living life. And 
the other plans are over there. That’s why, in a way, operations aren’t exploitative 
for those 500 people. Instead I’m the main beneficiary, not because of what we 
bring to the families but because of the work associated with our whole process. 

Is the Huella Verde cooperative a space populated by a 
diversity of people from different social classes?

No, unfortunately it doesn’t cross all social classes. Those who participate in 
these groups are middle class, and in many cases we might even say they 
are well-off, not rich, but well-off, because they also have this awareness. 
Why don’t lower level groups participate? Well, the truth is that I don’t 
know because, for example, we have collaborated with the Food Bank and 
we have offered that, if there are families that have a difficult economic 
situation, they can come and harvest. We don’t charge them because more 
than half of what we produce, either because we have too much or too little, 
ultimately doesn’t have an outlet because we don’t take it out of here.

And well, the rabbits thank us for it. There is biodiversity that also feeds off of 
it, so it’s not that we discard the products or that they are lost, but somehow 
the ecosystem takes advantage of it. In particular, the first ones to eat from the 
fruit trees are the fauna. Cherries, I usually don’t eat them, but I produce quite a 
few, and the birds take care of them and I don’t dislike it. I keep the cherry trees 
because I think they are very rightful users, that is, also due to the characteristics 
of the space where the farm is, there is an incredible rabbit population, and I 
always say that they live there, that it’s their farm and so they do and undo.

And the collective is opening to people with lower incomes. For example, we were 
once approached by a North African family, who are big consumers of nuts. Well, 
they just have to come and harvest. If you have a certain purchasing power, fine, 
and if not, no problem. And if you want to collect a certain amount and leave 
some to sell, you can also do that, there are lots of alternatives. That’s to say, if 
you want it, you take it. You can collect ten kilos, take five and leave five, meaning 
you’ve already paid for it, and if you want, because you have the money, you pay 
for it. There are all kinds of alternatives. In practice, though, people have a sort of 
inferiority complex. If people can’t pay they feel that the problem is theirs, but the 
problem isn’t theirs, it’s systematic. They shouldn’t have a problem with what they’re 
doing. In the most famous paintings by Van Gogh or other painters, there are what 
are called “gleaners,” people who collect the post-harvest crop. They are women 
who, when the field has been harvested, go to the field to collect what was called 



#109/ Constellation 
of the commonsLa Huella Verde

the gleaning. So much is thrown away from the fields that the best thing would 
be to make it easier for people who want to have access to this food to do so. 

And yet, as it is right now, people are cutting themselves off from doing this 
when we are happy to welcome anyone, not just the middle class who can pay 
to harvest. The experience we have had with people with low purchasing power 
has been good. You can pay in many ways, for example with your presence, which 
is always welcome. Some people are so lovely that  just sharing a moment with 
them is already a gift because we are not the producers. The producers are the 
trees, we are the consumers. I go and take what the trees produce. I’m the legal 
owner, sure, but I don’t feel like I’m the owner of that output either. If someone 
comes, enters the farm, and picks, you say “sure, take it.” The birds come to take 
fruits, and I don’t go out with the shotgun. I’m delighted that they take them and I 
look at them through the window and say “how nice!” It’s a free show of nature. 

At the Constellation of the Commons we are working on a proactive and exciting 
collective imagination that encourages citizen participation and co-responsibility 
in approaching eco-social, polyethical, and economic transformations. How do you 
imagine, politically speaking, a society organized around the idea of the commons?

Organization can take many forms. The famous Elinor Ostrom set out some principles of 
organization, but really everything that we see in the context of what we might call the 
market, with small transformations becomes a communal system. We’ve seen it with 
transportation: We don’t all have to have cars, but sometimes we have to come up with 
ways of sharing vehicles. That’s how we got the famous Blablacar and all these things 
that start to create forms of community, of sharing. So this mentality that by sharing 
we have many more alternatives, not only for consuming, but also for taking care of 
ourselves, has a long way to go because it’s also where higher and lower classes are 
going to meet. So to speak, it is a way of socializing and living in community because 
we are essentially communal beings. So, isolating oneself cannot be the way out.  

At the Constellation of the Commons we understand that the transition 
towards this other model of life not only depends on an intervention in the 
political, legal, and economic spheres, but that it also requires a transition 
or a shift in the cultural paradigm that depends, in turn, on changes in 
the education of citizens. Do you agree with us in this assessment?

Education is essential, and so I’ll say the phrase I said before, that we don’t educate 
people about life, we educate them about those other plans that prevent us 
from living. So the economy we have is an economy of planning at all levels, even 
though this has always been attributed to communist countries. And of course, 
it’s ultimately contrary to life itself, not just materially, but also in the immaterial. 
People who may have their lives figured out in reality often do not live well 
because they have vital conflicts with respect to ambition, to deficiencies. That’s 
to say, in general, people suffer for fictitious reasons just as intensely as they do 
for real, material needs. As I said before, that’s part of what educators should be 
teaching with respect to change, and it's part of what would start the revolution. 
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Where are we and what are your names?

Nina González: Well, we’re part of the Ecos group, which is a cooperative 
in Barcelona. We’re in the center of Barcelona, and this is the headquarters 
of FETS — of Finanzas Éticas y Solidarias. We’re an association made up 
of 33 organizations of all kinds — ethical finance organizations, education 
organizations, international coordination and solidarity organizations, of 
the social economy. And we are Sofía Fernández and Nina González.

In what year was Finanzas Éticas y Solidarias (FETS) started and why?

Nina González: FETS started in 1999. Initially, we saw a need to 
promote ethical banking in Catalonia, and FETS was started with that 
main goal in mind. Because at that time we started to see that even 
though there was already a movement — for example, against banks’ 
investments in arms — there weren’t any alternatives around that could 
offer a real financial alternative for people who wanted to change banks. 
And yes, there were already some efforts in other European countries. 
But in Catalonia — and Spain in general — there was no organization, 
especially in the banking sector, that operated based on the principles 
of ethical finance. Therefore, FETS was started with the primary goal 
of raising awareness about ethical finance. And, at the same time, to 
facilitate the creation of ethical banking in Catalonia and in Spain.

Who oversaw this process?

Nina González: Well, at the beginning, the people who promoted the 
idea for FETS were closely linked to transformative education, global 
justice, and international solidarity. But many organizations were involved, 
including labor unions, universities, and cooperative NGOs. A very 
important figure at the beginning of FETS — who was also president — 
was Arcadi Oliveras, who just died recently. He came from a tradition of 
nonviolence, from a culture of peace. But in terms of economic analysis 
— he came from an alternative point of view. Also organizations like 
SETEM, which at that time was working a lot with fair trade alternatives 
— all of them played a very important role in the origin of FETS. 

Constellation
of the Commons
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On your website, FETS is described as a second-degree association 
that brings together organizations of the third sector and the social 
and solidarity economy that want to promote ethical and solidarity 
financing in Spain. Can you explain why this legal form was chosen?

Nina González: I think that the outline we had in mind was more of an associative 
model because at that time most of the organizations that helped start FETS were 
associations. Additionally, the associative model makes it easier to participate. The 
idea was that we would create spaces and projects aimed at young people and 
the general public. So, at the time the associative model seemed like the most 
natural choice for our area. I was not personally present at that time, but most of 
the organizations I mentioned before — the ones that helped start FETS — were 
associations. Now, if FETS had to reconsider this form, maybe we’d reevaluate the 
reasoning for an association. Regardless, I believe that the associative model is useful 
for transformative education and for participation and, above all, for the involvement 
of the social foundation, which is also very important for what we do at FETS. 

How many hired employees work in this association?

Nina González: At FETS, we currently have a board of directors — like all associations — 
which, being second level, is made up of organizations. In other words, they are people 
who represent their organization, which in turn is part of FETS. Until recently, the board 
was majority female, which is quite rare and difficult to achieve in the world of ethical 
finance, unfortunately. But not in our case. And yes, we have a technical team of 
workers — currently there are four workers and a communications person who is a very 
regular collaborator in the organization. And, in fact, Sofía and I are employees as well.

How do you financially support this association, and 
where do the salaries for employees come from?

Nina González: Well, the member organizations pay a fee, which generates income. 
We also generate our income from the collaborations, technical services, and 
training we provide. And also through the Sello de Seguros Éticos (EthSI). It certifies 
mutual insurance companies and brokerage firms, which generates benefits for us 
in terms of our own funds. But most of our resources come from public subsidies. 
We believe that’s entirely consistent with what we do, with our mission of promoting 
public education and projects that have to do with education and awareness. 
We embrace this idea of a public good, and we receive subsidies from almost all 
public administrations at the Catalan level and from the Barcelona City Council.

How do you structure management and organization within the association?

Nina González: In terms of internal participation and organization, we have criteria that 
we consider absolutely essential, such as no salary differences. So, we tend to work very 
horizontally, as a team. We hold assemblies once a year. In the ordinary assemblies, 
just like in any association, we try to involve the social foundation — but sometimes 
it’s difficult. It’s the complicated and complex part of the world of associations. But 
aside from that, we have the board of directors, which is quite involved — not on a 
day-to-day basis because that would be impossible — but in the decisions that we 
consider to be strategic. And in the board meetings that are held every two months or 
so, we get feedback and involvement and participation from the board of directors.
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What conditions must an organization meet to become a member of FETS? 

Nina González: Any organization can join, as long as it seems to be aligned with our 
organization’s objectives and strategic plan. This is a question that we’re contemplating 
right now because FETS has come to represent a sort of public endorsement for the 
organizations that belong to the ethical finance space — without being an official seal 
of course. So, right now we’re thinking about creating a specific protocol. Because 
we think that it’s possible that an organization — one that maybe doesn’t fit all the 
principles laid out by ethical and solidarity finance — may want to join FETS as a way 
of legitimizing itself. It hasn’t happened yet, but we’re beginning to see that it could be 
a problem. So, we think that it’s important to establish a requirement for organizations 
— especially those in the financial and insurance sectors — that want to join FETS. 
But beyond that, of course, any organization from a variety of areas can become a 
member because the range of organizations that are part of FETS is quite extensive.

What benefits do organizations get from being part of FETS?

Nina González: We don’t offer any services directly. We don’t see ourselves as 
a cooperative offering services to our members. That is, FETS was created with 
the spirit of becoming part of a project that would be a megaphone for ethical 
and solidarity finances. So, you join this project because you consider it to be a 
necessary good — in a sense, it’s your stake in joining this organization. It’s true 
that some organizations — particularly those that belong to ethical finance itself 
— do find a space of interaction, of diffusion, of spreading ethical and solidarity 
finances in FETS, which is our main goal. Here, I see it not as a form of service, 
but as a task more closely linked to what ethical financial organizations are. But I 
think that mostly — except for some specific training that we do — we don’t see 
it as a service, but rather as a platform that these organizations put their trust 
in and that they believe is necessary for continuing to spread ethical finance.

When FETS advocates the creation of a system of ethical and 
solidarity finances, what are you calling for exactly?

Nina González: Ethical and solidarity finance came out of a concern shared by people 
in the U.S. — which is where its principles and more philosophical origin came from 
— because many people who were against the Vietnam War discovered that the 
money they had deposited in banks was financing that same war. And their money 
was invested in everything they were against. It went against their values because it 
financed the violation of human rights, shipping arms, megaprojects that displaced 
communities and destroyed the environment, and so on. Then, many groups decided 
to withdraw their money from the banks. They began to create collective savings 
banks and plan out what they wanted to do together with that money, where they 
wanted to invest it. Initially, they began to establish criteria and devote their shared 
savings to financing community projects more closely linked to their regions.

FETS supports a model of ethical financial organizations. Does this 
mean that conventional financial institutions are not ethical?

Nina González: When we talk about ethical and solidarity finance, the first 
question we ask is whether there are ethical financial institutions. This means that 
most conventional financial institutions are not that. We also work on reporting 
and advocacy as one of our central areas of work. If we discovered that most 
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financial institutions around us were ethical, we’d happily disappear, of course. 
But unfortunately, that’s not the case. Three out of four weapons in the world 
wouldn’t exist if it weren’t for financing from banks. There are tons of examples 
that make us realize that, unfortunately, alternative financing is necessary.

Why does it seem surprising to talk about financial 
activity that is also ethical and supportive?

Nina González: This is one of the things that we’re often asked when we give talks: 
“But why do ethical finance institutions charge commission if they’re ethical?” It’s 
because they’re financial institutions. A financial institution has to function as a financial 
intermediary because that’s its function — it must capture savings and channel them 
to projects. This function is fundamental when we talk about financial institutions 
because they would otherwise cease to be financial institutions — they’d be something 
else, like a foundation, something that provides projects with donations. But this 
difference is important because sometimes there’s some confusion, and everything 
gets put in the same box. In fact, some are regulated by the Bank of Spain because 
they offer the same products and services as any other bank. So, that’s also an 
important function to demonstrate. Additionally, to me it’s more powerful to say that 
this is all possible — but with the criteria of sustainability, ethics, and consistency.

What are some of the criteria or values around which ethical 
and solidarity financial practices are organized?

Nina González: A basic principle that unfortunately remains important, essential, is 
the exclusion guidelines that we call “Not with my money.” There are a ton of sectors 
that ethical finance institutions won’t finance because they’re seen as violating human 
rights. At the level of financing practices, ethical finance institutions only finance the 
real economy. This also differentiates ethical finance institutions from conventional 
ones. Another fundamental principle is transparency, which obviously creates a 
stark contrast with conventional financial institutions. And in fact, when we give 
talks to young people we tell them, “Why don’t you go to your financial institution 
to see where your money is invested?”. Usually, it’s CaixaBank — it’s the choice for 
young people because they have a youth card, and it’s the institution that offers 
them the most advantages. As an exercise, we invite them to go to their financial 
institution and ask where their money is invested, since they have their savings 
there. We also invite teachers to do it with students. It’s interesting because the 
answer’s always the same: “Oh, I don’t know, I don’t control where the money from 
this office goes.” We think it’s also interesting as an awareness-raising exercise.

And the financing practices of ethical finance institutions — apart from these exclusion 
guidelines — have also been incorporating positive criteria. One of these positive 
criteria is that they finance real economy projects. That is, they’re not speculative. 
And that’s very different from what happens in the financialized economy — the 
one we have now — where more than 95% of global capital does not buy or 
sell anything because it’s pure speculation. This speculation impacts access to 
food and basic goods for people around the world, for example. Ethical financial 
institutions only finance projects in the real economy. In addition to that, they apply 
social and environmental sustainability criteria that try to guarantee that projects 
are making a positive contribution to social transformation in some way. That’s 
done through social and environmental ethical evaluation criteria of projects. But 
we emphasize just as much that they should be economically viable projects.
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What organizations make up the ethical and solidarity finance 
system? Do all organizations that are part of the ethical 
finance ecosystem aspire to be ethical banks?

Nina González: The ethical and solidarity finance ecosystem is very rich and is made 
up of very diverse organizations — and not all of them aspire to be ethical banks. We 
have organizations such as Coop57, which is a financial services cooperative that is a 
tool for social transformation but that doesn’t aspire to be a bank. On the other hand, 
there are other organizations that are also cooperatives — for example, Fiare Banca 
Etica, which is an ethical cooperative bank that is regulated by the Bank of Spain and 
offers basically the same type of services and products as any other bank. Right now, 
we already have Fiare Banca Etica and Triodos Bank as regulated banking entities.

What other differences are there between ethical banks and conventional ones?

Nina González: The difference isn’t so much in the products and services they offer, 
but rather in the magnifying glass you can apply from the outside — due to what 
I was explaining before about financing, transparency, and another very important 
principle, which has to do with looking at them from the inside. In fact, many 
ethical financial institutions are cooperatives. In the case of a cooperative bank like 
Fiare, the fact that you can personally be a member of your bank and participate 
in the assembly and you can have a vote whether you have 5 million euros or 100 
euros — well, that’s quite ground-breaking, isn’t it? Of course, in the shareholders’ 
meetings of conventional and non-ethical banks — I prefer to call them non-
ethical — that’s not the case. Your power of influence ends up being totally linked 
to the number of shares you have. That’s also a very differentiating element.

Is it correct to think of ethical and solidarity finance as a tool 
for escaping the current capitalist economic model?

Nina González: Well, from an ethical and solidarity finance point of view, we don’t 
really see ourselves as an end. Rather, we see ourselves as a tool, as an instrument to 
reaching another economy. Sometimes, we call ourselves a “gear” in transformative 
economics. We don’t like to call ourselves the “engine” because it has connotations 
that we don’t like very much. We prefer to call ourselves a gear. Therefore, ethical 
finance is committed to growth because the more that transformative economic 
projects that focus on the well-being of people and the planet grow through their 
economic activity, the more ethical finance will grow. And the other way around, 
too. So, it’s a gear for an alternative economy that’s sustainable, that’s based on the 
principles of solidarity, and that sees economics as a social science rather than an 
end in itself. This is something that we’re increasingly losing sight of. So, I think that 
more than being an anti-capitalist tool — because ethical finance is working within 
a capitalist system — it seems to me that what it does is encourage the growth 
of an economic model that serves as an alternative to the capitalist system.

When thinking about a way out of the current capitalist economic system, 
the need for an alternative plan immediately comes up. Is there a plan B? How 
do you think we will arrive at another model/s of economic organization?

Nina González: I think it’s quite difficult. In fact, I recently read something that I loved 
that said something like, “we’ve been convinced that it’s more likely that we’ll be hit by 
a meteorite and the apocalypse will come than for the capitalist system to come to an 
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end,” even though it really hasn’t been around that long. But the system is so strong 
that I believe our best bet is working for another possible economy, an alternative, that 
really works and that shows that you can be much happier in that other model. So, I’d 
say there’s no concrete plan other than trying to feed into those other economies. 

How does FETS and the ethical and solidarity finance ecosystem fit into 
the proposals of the ecological economy, the eco-feminist economy, the 
social and solidarity economy, and the economy of the common good?

Nina González: There are spaces — such as the World Social Forum of 
Transforming Economies — that have shown that these intersections between 
different economies are essential if we really want to transform society. FETS and 
ethical and solidarity finance incorporate alternatives from ecological economies, 
the economy of the common good, feminist economies. And a lot of work is 
being done to think about how ethical and solidarity finance should also be that 
gear for all transformative economies. This also brings challenges at an internal 
level, at an organizational level, so there’s still a lot of work to be done.

What ingredients do we need to imagine these other 
economies and these other possible worlds?

Nina González: When we talk about another possible world, we’re in fact talking about 
other possible worlds — it’s better in the plural — because what may seem good to 
some of us here may be different for other people in other places. There are many 
diverse worlds. I see it as putting people and their wellbeing at the center of decisions 
about life. Emphasizing the wellbeing of people, of the planet — our shared home. 
Getting back to care-work — which is something learned from feminism — putting 
that back at the center of our lives is necessary — it’s what they say about “living 
a life worth living.” So, I think it has to do with all of that and with the economies 
that are life-sustaining. When we talk about sustainability applied to the economy, it 
means that it sustains life and that it becomes a “means.” And I believe that the issue 
of economic education is key. But we’ve also been led to believe that it’s basically 
impossible to think of an alternative model to the capitalist system. And we’ve pretty 
much been convinced that finance dominates the world and only experts can talk 
about it — and although I don’t know where they are, I’m pretty sure they are men 
and white people in super powerful places. And we need to take a step back and 
turn that idea around. I think that’s something else we have to work towards.

What is the relationship between FETS and REAS (Red de Economía 
Social y Solidaria/Network of Social and Solidarity Economies).

Nina González: FETS is part of REAS at the state level — we participate in the 
Ethical Finance Roundtable of REAS. We are also part of the XES (Xarxa d'Economia 
Solidária de Catalunya), which is the Solidarity Economy Network of Catalonia. 
We see ethical finance as part of this solidarity economy. And therefore, this 
interaction is fundamental for the solidarity and alternative economy. There are 
many shared areas of work and challenges that require the slightly broader view 
that we have at FETS. It helps reach other layers of people within organized civil 
society, the social economy, and the nonprofit sector. For example, for every three 
social economy or nonprofit organizations in Catalonia, only one works with ethical 
banking or finance. So, there’s still a need for a broader view because we see that 
there are multiple layers — and we also understand that one of the lines of our 
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work at FETS is this line that reaches other audiences, by trying to go beyond the 
very center of the social economy. And we still have a lot of work to do there.

You mentioned that one of the keys to transformation has to do with economic 
and financial education in alternative economic models in order to achieve 
these other possible worlds. Do you think that the current educational 
model echoes these other ways of understanding the economy?

Sofía Fernández: Well, we’d say that generally there really isn’t much training. 
Very little work is done in secondary education, high school, vocational training, 
and even in universities. In fact, it depends a lot on the teachers — whether 
they’re interested or have a desire to incorporate it. But it’s generally not 
included. Related to financial education — there’s currently a financial education 
plan (EFEC) that involves conventional banks coming to schools to teach about 
finance, why it’s important to understand finance, etc. And there’s actually 
a platform — La Plataforma por una Educación Económica Crítica y Plural — 
that’s against this. Well, we’re with them. We believe that a critical and plural 
economic education is necessary — one that takes into account other ways of 
understanding the economy, from the ecological, feminist economy, but also 
alternatives such as ethical finance or the social and solidarity economy.

Earlier this year, Economistas sin Fronteras published a downloadable 
report entitled “Research-Diagnosis on the State of Teaching Economics.” 
The results of this report condemn the lack of a diversity of approaches to 
economics in university curricula. Do you agree with this diagnosis?

Sofía Fernández: Yes. Alternative economies generally don’t get addressed. In fact, 
there’s another study from Economistas sin Fronteras that shows that the formal 
curriculum doesn’t work — or only works for a neoliberal capitalist economic model.

Since its creation in 1999, FETS has been working to advertise that ethical 
banking goes beyond just an idea or a project for the future and show 
that it’s something tangible and real. In order to carry out this work, you 
have a series of activities dedicated to education in formal and informal 
areas. Can you explain what this educational activity consists of?

Sofía Fernández: Well, we’ve been working on ethical finance education for many 
years now, so I’d say that we already have some experience in projects that we’ve 
directed at both students and teachers — as well as at transformative education 
organizations or those who want to incorporate these transformative economies, both 
in the classroom and outside it. We have workshops that we do annually in about 
20 schools, which reaches 1000 students a year. They are workshops that provide 
a critical and participatory approach to what ethical finance is — also as a model. 
It’s so they know that they have organizations close by that allow them to switch 
to ethical banking or finance. That’s one part. But we also do, for example, service 
learning projects, which are models that allow you to work more deeply — both 
with the students and the teachers — because you have more time to develop the 
project, which means you can better develop the subject matter. This methodology 
also gives you the benefit of the students providing a service to an organization. In 
our case — since we’re dedicated to promoting ethical finance — the participants 
generally carry out awareness-raising projects in their own community, aimed at their 
peers or their school. That’s aimed more at students. But we’ve also been working 
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with teachers for a while to find out what they really need in order to introduce 
ethical finance into their classrooms. That’s also in terms of formal education. In other 
words, on the one hand, we have educational resources. We also have a teaching 
guide that allows us to incorporate ethical finance into the formal curriculum. And 
then we have the RedEFES, which is both a meeting place and a space for raising 
awareness about resources and educational experiences in ethical finance.

How much does it cost for a school to bring one of your workshops to its classrooms?

Sofía Fernández: Well, in theory, the educational projects that we carry out 
— which include these different activities — are financed by the Barcelona City 
Council’s Department of Global Justice or by the Catalan Agency for Cooperation, 
for example. The workshops are subsidized, so it shouldn’t cost the school 
anything, in theory. What we try to do is reach as many schools as possible, and 
the schools — not all of them, but most of the public ones — really don’t have 
the budget for certain workshops, so they appreciate that they’re subsidized.

You mentioned a collection of educational resources located on the 
RedEFES website. Are these resources open and downloadable? 

Sofía Fernández: The rest of the resources are designed so that anyone who wants 
to work on ethical finance with a group of students can do so. The workshops are 
our methodology. For example, we have a theatrical workshop that involves role 
playing, to make it more dynamic. But yes, above all, the ultimate goal of RedEFES 
is that any teacher or person involved in education who wants to work on ethical 
finance can do so with the resources and experiences that are available and that 
can be accessed directly through RedEFES. It’s been received quite well. And, in 
fact — although we work throughout Catalonia — we unfortunately work much 
more in Barcelona. We aren’t able to reach all of the interested schools in areas 
like Girona, Tarragona, or Lleida. It’s quite obvious that there are certain areas that 
have a lot of need, a lot of interest, and a desire to work with these resources.

Can you explain what the Ethical Finance Observatory 
and the Ethical Finance Barometer are?

Nina González: Yes. The Observatory was created in 2007 with the idea of having a 
space for analysis, reflection, and development of instruments that complement the 
financial instruments that ethical finance institutions currently offer. The idea is that 
FETS develops them alongside those instruments and that they complement the 
spread of ethical and solidarity finance. So — although FETS very much started at the 
Catalan level and had networking at the international level but still rooted in Catalonia 
— the Observatory always had a European mission because we saw that reflection was 
needed there. So, the Observatory has had periods where it had more work and offered 
specific products, and others with less. Most importantly, since 2007, we’ve offered the 
Barometer of Ethical and Solidarity Finance, which offers in-depth analysis of ethical 
and solidarity finance at the Spanish level. It’s the only tool in Spain that can offer this 
type of analysis. So, it’s interesting because it gives us data on development, savings, 
savings collected, and loans that have been made by each sector. The Barometer 
provides a nice space because there’s often participation from the organizations that 
have provided their data for the Barometer. This creates a space for reflection and 
for asking ourselves, “Where are we going?”. We also compare our situation with the 
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European and international levels, which helps us obtain very useful data — to continue 
spreading ethical finance, by disproving myths. For example, with the issue of the 
default rate — which in the case of conventional banking is much higher than that 
of ethical banking and finance. That’s important because when you explain that you 
work in ethical finance, people often ask, “Is ethical banking safe?”. And you say, “Look, 
our default rate — which is an indicator of the security that a bank can give you — is 
much lower than in non-ethical banking.” This type of data is also interesting because 
you can see how it’s changed by sector. For example, with the whole issue of housing 
— with transfer of use and housing cooperatives — loans from ethical finance have 
increased considerably in this area. So, it’s a tool, an instrument, that seemed important 
to us. And we think it’s important to continue this work from the Observatory.

What is the EthSI seal?

Nina González: The Barometer and the Observatory are more analytical tools. We’ve 
also developed what we call the “Observatory Papers,” which we’ve made public 
when we’ve had the chance and have been able to dedicate resources to it. These 
papers are publications on topics that we consider to be interesting, topical, or food 
for thought. And they help us explain our mission based on its measurement of the 
social impact of ethical finance to other types of analysis or topics. Another tool the 
FETS Observatory promotes and coordinates is the EthSI seal. It’s a seal, a certification, 
aimed at the insurance sector. Because when we talk about finances, we often forget 
about the insurance sector. And, at the same time, the insurance sector’s investments 
are much more opaque than those of the banking sector — and they’re also much 
larger. In other words, the volume of global investment from insurance companies — 
and the often devastating impact they have — are not well known. On the other hand, 
everyone has insurance — just like how everyone has a bank account or needs access 
to one. So, with that in mind, we saw the need to extend this idea: when we talk about 
the financial system, we’re talking about the banking system, the parabank system — 
which would be the financial services cooperatives — and then the insurance system. 
So, what ethical insurance does is try to get back to the root of insurance, of mutual 
insurance companies, of mutual trust. And it tries to establish social and environmental 
criteria within insurance companies and mutual insurance companies, both internally 
and in the transparency of their investment policies. So, we’ve established criteria, 
and there’s a certification process. It’s a tool that we believe is powerful because 
it’s aimed at this area where we need a sort of magnifying glass. At the moment, 
there are — if I’m not mistaken — eleven companies, ranging from insurance 
companies to mutual insurance companies, that are certified with the EthSI seal. 

What criteria must an entity meet to receive the EthSi seal?

Nina González: The organizations that are registered have gone through an evaluation 
process with an external evaluation committee, which is made up of people from 
different fields who can provide an external expert view. They make evaluations 
based on the criteria, which are present throughout the certification process and 
are available on the EthSI website. If a company has the seal, then it’s a guarantee 
of compliance with those criteria. We’ve also established it as a process — there are 
a number of levels, and the maximum level indicates that a structure or model fits 
these criteria comfortably. And there are other phases in which the behavior of the 
company adapts, let’s say, and is evaluated year after year. Because we believe that 
this accompaniment, this process of continuous improvement, is also important. Unlike 
ethical and solidarity finance — which consists of organizations that start out with 
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these principles — here we’re talking about companies that share some principles but 
that may still have work to do. So, the seal is an important driver of improvement. 

Can banks and public administrations receive the EthSI seal?

Nina González: The seal is letting us enter into a new line of work that we’ve 
started in recent years — and that I think we’re going to develop a lot in coming 
years — which involves working with public administrations to promote ethical 
public procurement of financial and insurance services. It’s a line of work that we 
believe is very interesting and transformative. Because at the end of the day public 
administrations can set an example in their consumption. It’s also very important 
because all public administrations work with banks and insurance companies. So, 
having a seal that certifies compliance with certain criteria can help people or 
companies that only want to work with companies certified by the EthSI seal. But 
it can also be a useful tool for a city council or the Generalitat when establishing 
social clauses or buying insurance because they can see the certification and 
take it into account. So, we’ve only been working on this whole line of public 
contracting with insurance companies and banks for a little while because it’s 
quite innovative, but I think it’ll be an important line of work going forward.

Is FETS a political project? If so, what type of politics are we talking about?

Nina González: Well, yes if we see politics from the point of view of contributing 
to the transformation of society, little by little. But, I believe that we do have 
that dream. That is, we’re part of an organization that we strongly believe in, 
and we believe that this change is necessary. And it’s a change that brings 
political change with it, of course. And when we talk about finances and the 
financial system, we talk about politics. So, maybe we wouldn’t initially define 
ourselves as a political project, but I believe that we do have that view.

Let’s do a little bit of historical memory. What role 
did FETS play in the 15M movement?

Nina González: Regarding FETS and 15M, neither Sofía nor I were specifically 
involved, but I do know — because colleagues who were in FETS at the time have 
explained it to us — that they participated for a long time because, of course, 
many people were interested in giving talks, receiving talks, and people from FETS 
were often invited to talk about ethical banking, about ethical finance. I don’t quite 
remember if Arcadi Oliveres was directly linked to FETS at that time, but he was 
always very close to our organization. He would go anywhere in the region where 
he was asked to go. So, at that time there was a lot of involvement in these spaces 
to raise awareness, to share information, to bring all that knowledge to the public. 

What does growth mean for FETS?

Nina González: I think that as an organization we don’t plan to grow in size or to grow 
in the number of projects because that would suggest having much more technical 
equipment and resources — I think we’re comfortable with the current size of FETS. 
Well, if there were more people working here, it would be better. But I’d say that I don’t 
see us growing. In our case, growth might be more of a measure that we aspire to, 
and the Barometer would show us the data that many more companies have become 
ethically financed. It would be seeing that people are switching to ethical finance as 
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a tool and that our projects are having an impact. For example, if people continue to 
ask for workshops, if teachers are interested in participating in the training, if there’s 
a desire for those projects. For us, growth would be more along those two lines.

How do you nurture or maintain your enthusiasm at a time of crisis for the model 
of civilization, energy collapse, and a state of profound political indifference?

Nina González: Well, I think we’re very optimistic people. But I think that’s important 
in our world. I also think that being in this cooperative group where you see that there 
are cooperative enterprises within the solidarity economy that are growing, that people 
are working with these principles and that you share this space with them, that fills us 
with energy and enthusiasm. And then suddenly you go to a talk and you don’t know 
most of the people. We make do with that — I’ve been to a talk where there were 25 
people I didn’t know. And then with young people and education that also excites me.

Sofía Fernández: I believe that people of my generation — and not just my generation 
— are really totally in favor of social transformation. What I think happens is they 
sometimes don’t really know much about the economic system or the financial 
system, and it scares them. It’s hard for you to understand that it’s part of your daily 
life. And ultimately that’s much more of a question of ignorance than alienation 
— so for me it’s not a great exercise for staying enthusiastic. I feel that both my 
closest and wider networks are in favor of social transformation. The issue is that 
it’s not easy. The current model is very, very deeply rooted, but I think that most 
people don’t completely agree with it. They go along with it because it’s what’s 
already there, it’s inertia, it’s what pushes you in a certain direction. But when you 
sit down and talk with people, there’s a desire to change. Not only do their values 
align with that change, but they also really want it. So for me, enthusiasm is not an 
exercise that I have to do — it’s being there, working, and getting yourself into it.



XXK. 
Feminismos, 
pensamiento 
y acción



Date of Interview 

October 19, 2021

Location 
Madrid 

Name of Collective 

XXK. Feminismo, 
pensamiento y acción

Person Interviewed 

Amaia Pérez Orozco

Interviewer 

Palmar Álvarez-Blanco

Reviewed by 

Lindsay Szper 

Translated by 

Thomas Gatewood

Website 

colectivaxxk.net/

Who are you and what connection do you have to the 
collective XXK. Feminismos, pensamiento y acción 
[XXK. Feminisms, Thought, and Action]? 

My name is Amaia Pérez Orozco and I am, by training, an economist. 
But I’d say in spirit I’m a feminist. So I try to combine an economic 
viewpoint with a feminist viewpoint. I’ve spent about twenty years 
working on matters of feminist economics, both professionally and 
as an activist. At the professional level, right now I’m a part of the 
collective XXK. Feminismos, pensamiento y acción, which we’re about 
to talk about. And as an activist, I’m involved in various projects. Right 
now the most important one is a feminist coordinator that was created 
due to the pandemic and is called “Feminist Coordinator of Euskal 
Herria, Lives at the Center.” I now live in Bilbao after having lived 
more than 20 years in Madrid, which is where we are right now.

In what year and where did the collective XXK. 
Feminismos, pensamiento y acción begin?

XXK was formally recognized in 2018, but the idea came to us about a 
year or so before. It started between Bilbao and Madrid because at that 
time there were three of us: One of my colleagues was in Bilbao, the 
other in Madrid. And I was sort of between both worlds. But over time it 
has become centered more in Bilbao. Right now it’s mostly based there. 

Is there a connection between the experience of 
15M and the birth of this collective?

I believe 15M has impacted all subsequent professional political processes, 
but I also think sometimes there’s too much emphasis on 15M as a 
moment of collapse and rupture. I think 15M revealed transformations 
that were happening, which had to do with our way of being in the 
world and of confronting that politically. And when I say politically I also 
mean professionally because I believe that the workplace is another 
place to make policy. So changes that were already happening, but didn’t 
start with 15M, were made visible by 15M and perhaps were reinforced. 
So yes and no. I would also say that 15M had very different impacts in 
different places. It had a bigger impact in Madrid than, for example, in 
Euskal Herria. So those of us who came from Madrid were much more 
influenced by that moment but for people from other places, not so much. 

Constellation
of the Commons

https://colectivaxxk.net/
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Why is your process called this?

We have come up with a few theories, but really we called it that because we 
didn’t know what else to call it. When we first met there were three of us, so 
we put “meeting of XXX” on the agenda, and we thought, “Why not leave it that 
way?” But XXX was too pornographic, and we were sure that everything would 
go to spam, so we decided to change the last letter to K because we thought 
it would sound good. And it was easy to pronounce in Spanish, in Italian, which 
is Valentina’s native language, and in Euskera. Those are our three languages, 
and it seemed easy to pronounce in different languages including English. 

Who is a part of this process and what drives it?

To start, XXK is a young project. Formally, we’ve been an organization for three 
years, and the idea has been around for four. That’s not very long. So everything 
needs to be understood as evolving, and not just changing because everything 
is always changing, but also consolidating a bit. The three of us started out 
thinking that this would be mostly a way to a make a living, to be wage slaves 
but doing something that interested us politically. Over time, of the original three, 
two of us have stayed, and what we are trying to do more instead is expand 
the activism part. We have an XXK assembly where there are about 12 of us. 
It’s more of a work project even though it also has a political purpose for two 
of us. And it is a less intense activist project for our other 12 colleagues.

On your website, you describe yourselves as a “feminist collective.” Can 
you explain the legal status you have chosen for this initiative?

Well, the reason from the dimension of making a living was that we live in a capitalist 
system and we are wage slaves, we need money to live. We can’t just do what 
interests us politically or what motivates us personally. It was about trying to do that 
together, not alone, because we were people that came from a mix of worlds, from 
working in public policy administration, to working with universities, in research, and 
in training with other institutions. I, for example, worked for the United Nations. We 
came from different spheres, and we were interested in working together and working 
on our own projects that could very clearly have that feminist political purpose. 

That was the emphasis, the aspect that now has more to do with an actual activist 
association. We were feminist colleagues in different areas who were interested 
in this. Having a meeting space where we could express our unease about the 
world and share our thoughts about it and create something that could change 
things a little, right? The response again is that it isn’t decided in the sense that 
we have chosen and it’s all confirmed. Things are still happening. The first thing 
we did was establish ourselves as a nonprofit association. The nonprofit aspect 
was always very clear to us. We never thought about being a company motivated 
by profit. Never. But our doubt was about whether to be an association or a 
cooperative. An association, in theory, isn’t established for making a living but 
instead for having a political impact. A cooperative, in contrast, is a way to make 
a living in partnership, without generating profits with other collaborators. Right 
now, as I was explaining earlier, we are kind of in between those two possibilities. 
In fact, we can legally establish ourselves as both, and we’re thinking about it. 
Initially we established ourselves as an association because it was clearly much 
easier. Forming a cooperative is more difficult. But then we were thinking about 
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transforming ourselves into a cooperative. Cooperatives are a recognized legal 
category that do fit our project. But it’s a lot more complicated at the level 
of taxation, it’s also more expensive to be a cooperative, etc. So we stopped 
thinking about it. We were at the point of doing it, and then the pandemic hit 
and it paralized us. We are now thinking again about having two statuses: the 
cooperative for the labor part and the association for the more activist part.

The XXK collective links the generation of economic income with 
political and vital commitment. Some might think that you are starting 
a profitable company that professionalizes political activism. How 
would you respond to someone that makes that conclusion?

I don’t like talking about businesses at all because to me a business clearly has the 
objective of making a profit. That is, in making products, services, whatever it is, where 
the most relevant thing is the social dimension of what you do, it’s not just about 
making a living, but also focused on growth, which creates a logic of accumulation. 
That’s why there’s an income tax, etc. With a cooperative, although someone might 
want to call it a business, the logic is different. We do try to make a living with it 
because we live in a capitalist system, we’re wage slaves. But it’s doing something 
that in the first place makes sense for you to be doing, and then also allows you 
to make a living. So it has a social purpose. On the other hand, you aren’t looking 
to accumulate, grow, or make a profit. Or rather, cooperatives are also very strictly 
regulated legally, to limit you from making profit. You have to make your living, cover 
costs, and that’s it. You can’t then distribute dividends or anything. And then you have 
to have an operating structure that is expressly horizontal as well. For me, that’s not 
a business. A business is motivated by profit. A cooperative is an organization where 
there’s paid work, but it isn’t the same. And I think that’s important because when 
we talk about markets we always think about capitalist markets. In capitalist markets, 
money is the end goal. The goal is accumulating capital. You invest something not to 
have it given back to you later, but to make a profit. There’s another type of market 
where money is a means of exchange. Money is not the aim and you don’t try to 
accumulate it. So businesses are the way to operate in capitalist markets. We believe 
in a different type of exchange, some of which can also be monetized, but that isn’t 
driven by profit, where money is a means. Cooperatives and other organizations of 
the social solidarity economy, for example, would be part of this other type of market. 
And we’d say that our logic is part of a political perspective where we have to move 
from a capitalist market, where capitalist markets occupy almost everything, to other 
ways of organizing life, with different types of markets that aren’t capitalist markets. 
From a market society to societies with markets and other ways to function. That’s it. 
It’s also important for us to distinguish here salaried employment from remunerated, 
paid work. In salaried work, you put your labor to the service of a company that with 
your labor will make profits. And you do this first and foremost because you need 
money to live. For us, salaried work is a way of working that should be transformed 
and ultimately destroyed. Another possibility is a job that can compensate you 
monetarily, but you do it because it has a social purpose, because it aligns itself with 
processes that work together to support collective life rather than the accumulation of 
individual earnings. So, we imagine paid work in a future of transformation combined 
with other forms of unpaid labor, but not with salaried work. We like to think that 
what we do is paid work but not salaried work. And this also means that we don’t 
consider ourselves a company because we are not willing to accept money from 
private companies for profit. So, we never work with private for-profit companies.
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On your web site, you organize your work into five areas: Research, training, 
conceptual policy framework, political impact, and accompaniment. 
Why these s five areas? What type of work does each area involve?

We organize our work on the web around those five key areas so they can be 
understood better from the outside, but in practice they all mix together. We chose 
those five because they were the ones that allowed us to explain the path we came 
from and what we knew how to do and what we could help with. Research and 
training are the easiest to understand. “Conceptual policy frameworks” is a mouthful, 
but with it we wanted to refer to how we sometimes do research that goes beyond just 
understanding specific processes, being able to name what’s happening. And naming 
what is happening also means doing it from a certain political position. This process 
of constructing a broader political position, looking for names for it, constructing 
arguments, understanding global trends in broader terms. We thought that went 
beyond the idea of research. That’s why we named it conceptual policy frameworks. 
I’ll give an example. Right now we are accompanying one of the main unions in Euskal 
Herria in its process of defining an aging care policy. That’s constructing a policy 
framework. What do we think? How can aging care be addressed? What do we 
mean when we talk about a right to care? What do we mean when we talk about a 
public, communal system of caretaking? We think that goes beyond what can just be 
considered research. On the other hand, political impact has to do with everything. 
We’d say that ultimately all of our work is meant to influence socioeconomic, political, 
and citizen transformation processes. Or rather, all of our work has this purpose of 
having a political impact in a broad sense of politics. But sometimes there are jobs 
that are more focused on that. For example, when you join with a local government 
to help them think about putting in place policies that allow them to move towards 
more sustainable ways of living. That is a more direct process of political impact. Or 
when we join with our colleagues at the Observatorio de Multinacionales with whom 
we share this space to try to press for a constitution for a center for surveillance of 
large companies from a human rights perspective. Those are more direct processes of 
political impact. And accompaniment, that’s an area that my colleague Silvia focuses 
on more. It has to do with supporting collectives, organizations, public institutions, 
and groups involved in the social solidarity economy in internal processes that aim 
to change something about the way things work. For example having ways of doing 
things that favor gender equality, or reviewing their internal operations to make them 
more sustainable in a multidimensional, reproductive sense. So the accompaniment 
aspect refers to processes that help people work on their more internal processes. 

What relationship is there between the XXK collective 
and the area of formal education and research?

Well, I’d say it’s a complex relationship. The three of us who initially made up the group 
are the more cooperative part. The three of us had worked a little bit in universities, 
but we had all left the academic world, for various reasons, but ultimately because 
we didn’t feel comfortable with how the academic world worked. But we all have that 
experience and we all have relationships as well. So, our relationship with the area of 
formal education is at the university level, not at lower levels. We don’t do, for example, 
workshops in high schools or elementary schools. We don’t deal with primary and 
secondary education. To this day, we have relationships with universities both because 
we do teaching in some courses for postgraduate or master’s courses, etc. and because 
we work with research groups as part of open research processes. For example, this 
past week I was at a conference about communal democracy that was organized by 
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a research group from the University of the Basque Country in Euskal Herria. So we 
work together, but only occasionally. We aren’t part of big research projects and we 
don’t have a constant presence in teaching. We have occasional collaborations.

Economistas sin Fronteras released a study this past year reporting that economics 
education programs in Spanish universities only focus on the teaching of capitalist 
economic theory. This study discusses the elimination of courses and the lack 
of curricular alternatives to orthodox economics maintained by the capitalist 
economic model. As an economist, how do you interpret these changes?

Well, I think that question offers a lot to discuss, but I’ll say two things at least. On 
one hand, it’s because ultimately the economic theory that exists and is transmitted 
sustains a certain world, a world built around relationships of privilege and oppression. 
So if you question economic theory you are questioning the current status quo. 
And there’s no desire to question the status quo. The entrance of critical viewpoints 
isn’t allowed because they destabilize. And to me that is clearly tied to economics 
considering itself the most exact of the social sciences. It’s considered to be outside 
value judgments, it’s considered neutral and objective. So it doesn’t accept viewpoints 
that clearly recognize that they are viewpoints with an evaluative role, that are 
viewpoints with a political commitment and that are, in fact, saying that in looking 
at the world values are always present. We’d be fooling ourselves to deny that. 
And that’s what orthodox economics — which sustains capitalist, neoliberal, and 
other types of models — does. So it confronts them with what they want to hide, 
that there are also values embedded in the economics that is being taught now. 

Right now in the Spanish context it seems that we have gone from 
talking about “feminism” alone to considering the existence of multiple 
“feminisms.” Can you explain to us why this shift has happened?

This shift, I’d say, from identifying a singular feminism to feminisms in the plural, is a 
bit of an expansion of this idea that there isn’t a singular place from which one can 
build a feminist perspective or from which one can identify gender inequality. Gender 
inequality always overlaps with other sources of privilege and oppression. It might be 
social class, racialization, sexual orientation or gender identity. So depending on which 
position we are talking from and what we emphasize, we construct a distinct viewpoint. 
We also emphasize distinct problems. We propose different solutions as well. And 
what’s important is the dialogue between them, more than trying to find a theory 
that explains everything and a way of saving us all. So there isn’t a singular viewpoint 
or a singular political solution. Multiple feminisms recognizes this. But the idea of 
multiple feminisms also picks up on the meaningful approach of: it doesn’t exist, but 
we want to create it. We want to create a viewpoint together. We want to build shared 
transformative solutions that also make us look at the unequal relationships between 
us as well, not just those with the heteropatriarchy, but also those that are between 
us, where at the same time there is the willingness to create something together. 
From the recognition not just of diversity but also of inequalities. So, we’d say there’s 
a goal, building an “us” on the horizon. But we can’t start off thinking that that “us” 
is already settled just because we’re all women. That tension is a little bit of what the 
idea of multiple feminisms tries to capture. Having said that, there’s also the question 
of whether we have moved toward emphasizing the plural because it seems that 
with environmentalism, for example, there’s only one, with critical economics there’s 
only one. Other critical viewpoints are wide-ranging and unified, while in feminism 
there’s internal conflict. I believe that environmentalism, there is a more environment-
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focused environmentalism and a more social environmentalism. There are different 
environmentalist viewpoints, different decolonialist viewpoints. That recognition, that 
exercise in honesty that these feminisms are doing, of recognizing inequalities and 
internal tensions, other political movements should be doing that too. And they aren’t 
doing it. Sometimes it appears that feminists are on bad terms with one another when 
there isn’t actually a conflict but rather an exercise in creating an “us” that is stronger. 

Is talking about a feminist economy the same as talking 
about an eco-feminist economy? Can we use the two concepts 
interchangeably to refer to the same framework of analysis?

I’d say that in Spain, at least, and a little in Latin America with Abya Yala, what 
15 years ago we might have called feminist economics many people now see as 
ecofeminism. So the labels are also fluid and are not the most relevant part. I think 
that both when we talked about feminist economics and now when we talk about 
ecofeminism, which is perhaps more accurate, what we are doing is suggesting that 
what concerns us when looking at the world and trying to change things is not what’s 
happening in the markets; it’s not how much money we make, the job we have or 
don’t have, definitely not per capita income, etc. Rather, what matters to us is what 
happens with vital processes — vital for people and for the planet. So we emphasize 
this viewpoint based on life-sustaining processes because we understand that we 
can never take life for granted. It doesn’t come from magic or divine intervention; 
instead, life comes from us doing the work of creating it, caring for it, sustaining 
it. So, this important idea that life is vulnerable directly conflicts with the capitalist 
idea that we don’t need anything or anyone else, that we are self-sufficient, and 
you deserve what you have earned individually. This profoundly meritocratic idea, 
also the idea of the American Dream. We move away from this idea and say: life 
is never self-sufficient, life is vulnerable. And the only way to face vulnerable life 
is to do so together with everyone, in interdependence and on a living planet in 
ecodependence. So our question is the question of collective life on a living planet. That 
is the strength of ecofeminism. We’re talking about collective life: collective between 
people and collective between other living and non-living beings on this planet.

What would be the background for a critical feminist 
perspective displayed in all of its diversity?

I think it is essential to recognize that nobody in the world ever invents anything. 
That is, we never create anything from zero. What we do is recreate collectively, not 
alone. And so, the effort to always look for individual names of who came up with 
an idea first to me seems to be an awful exercise in the privatization of knowledge 
and politics, when it is always collective and is always a process that doesn’t appear 
out of nowhere, like how 15M didn’t appear out of nowhere. That being said, as far 
as background, from my standpoint which is more the area of economics, I’d say 
that as long as economics has existed as a discipline there have always been critical 
feminist viewpoints. Those that nourished this form of ecofeminism, I’d say come 
more from a marxist perspective, from anticapitalist critique. That’s one part. Another 
is, hopefully, we are able to integrate and better understand what is called trans 
feminism here, in other places queer feminism. It’s a viewpoint that has a less closed-
minded and fixed view of men and women, and more of an idea of reconstructing 
identities and at the same time material and symbolic processes. Then I think a lot 
also comes from, for example, I wouldn’t want to say whether feminism comes more 
from equality or difference, because it comes in part from both. I think it comes from 
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other critical economic viewpoints as well. Clearly from marxist viewpoints, etc., from 
environmentalism of course, from feminist colleagues that have been working in more 
environmentalist areas. Since I haven’t mentioned it, I won’t say much about the more 
essentialist ecofeminism. And then I think above all it comes from the strength of the 
feminist movement in its diversity and the feminist movement of Abya Yala, which is 
what the more decolonizing viewpoint prefers to call Latin America. They very much 
result from what colleagues have created in their lived processes, grounded in their 
own lives opposing the expansion of globalized neoliberal capitalism. So, for example, 
the idea that what’s at stake isn’t salaried work, or all jobs, including unpaid ones, but 
that what’s at stake is life itself. These women clearly showed that in the processes 
of fighting against trade and investment agreements. Or the idea that in this context 
in which life itself is at risk, what sustains life is in the hands of women. Not all of 
them, nor in the same ways, but the invisibilized hands from those hidden dimensions 
of the system also made this clear when these women talked about how they 
faced processes of crisis, of social reproduction experienced as a result of structural 
adjustment programs. So a lot of the things that we name come from the strength of 
feminist colleagues from different contexts, including feminist workers here leading 
opposition, leading union struggles, etc. But a lot of it has to do with Abya Yala. 

How do you interpret the proposals of transformative economics or social solidarity 
economics from a perspective that’s in dialogue with critical feminisms?

I think that within social solidarity economics, or transformative economics as 
some colleagues like to call it, approaches are being developed that are trying to 
fundamentally change the way things are done. Trying to respond in different ways 
and identify the needs that exist in a different way. Responding in different ways 
to the needs that exist. Spreading out work in a different way. Valuing work in a 
different way. Ending the sexual and racialized division of work internally. Looking 
for more democratic and horizontal ways of organizing that remove interpersonal 
violence from the way of doing things. These are fundamental tests of what could 
be different methods of socioeconomic organization. There’s super important work 
being done here, of going from theory to practice. Having said that, it doesn’t mean 
that it’s completely perfect. The sexual division of work continues to be perpretrated. 
A central concern, for example, is who is being left out because the social solidarity 
economy, in the context of Spain, isn’t opening itself up to migrant and racialized 
populations. Or maybe it is, because, what is a social solidarity economy? Because 
the forms of popular economy that are being developed as modes of subsistence 
by many migrant communities, for example, why don’t we call those social solidarity 
economies too? The other day I was in L’Hospitalet with colleagues who were trying 
to revise the criteria for identifying practices of social solidarity economics from 
this viewpoint, which allows for visualizing different economic possibilities that are 
developed by the migrant population and that to this day continue to be left out. 
Nothing is perfect. But fundamental things are happening. And of course, with 
a transformative outlook the social, solidarity, transformative, popular economy 
will come up without a doubt. In fact, I would also say that one of the other 
fundamental questions these days is how do we connect these economic possibilities 
with the public sphere in the sense of creating a communal public sphere? 

You have a doctorate in international economics and development. 
Could you explain to someone who hasn’t studied economics why the 
existing capitalist economic model is problematic and what we would 
need to do to carry out the transition from this capitalist model toward 



/#130 XXK. Feminismos, pensamiento y acción
Constellation 
of the commons

a communal and communitarian economic model that supports 
the sustainability of the planet, social justice, and equity?

Today we have a socioeconomic model supported by the rationale of accumulating 
capital, of accumulating power and resources in fewer and fewer hands and in the 
hands of corporations that are getting even bigger and more powerful, much more 
powerful than most countries even. In the hands of what we call a very centralized 
corporate power, which functions at a global level and crowds out all other economic 
possibilities, sending them to the periphery and suffocating them. And it’s a model 
that ultimately puts public institutions at its service. We have forms of government 
captured by corporate power, which delegates the responsibility of sustaining life to 
the invisibilized corners of the system. That’s why we say it’s like an iceberg because 
there are hidden dimensions where life is being decided, which is being exploited in 
capitalist markets. How do we move forward from here? We suggest movement toward 
a socioeconomic model where the guiding principle is the shared responsibility for 
communal life that we were talking about earlier. If life is communal, the responsibility 
of sustaining it has to be communal. This places two tasks before us. First, taking 
power and resources back from corporate power. That’s a clear task these days. We 
have to put the brakes on big corporations, starting there. And we have to bring the 
responsibility of sustaining life out of the shadows. Where does that put us? That puts 
us in the social solidarity economy, in self-management, in the public sphere. Why do 
we have to think of these different forms as “alternative” or “disjunctive,” instead of 
as complementary to each other, as part of a movement toward reconstructing the 
commons, which operates in various different economic forms? From these various 
economic forms we can imagine a future in which some aspects of life are resolved 
with monetized exchanges, with paid work, and with certain buying and selling in 
non-capitalist markets. Other things would tend to come from rights guaranteed by 
the public and others might rely on processes of reciprocity, self-management, and 
mutual assistance that don’t interact with the government or the market. The difficulty 
is how to thread these various approaches together. That’s where we are. In that sense 
it’s not so much about government centralization, but instead reconstructing public 
institutions that are looking increasingly toward capitalist privatization. It’s making 
them look elsewhere, towards the shared community. And watch out, because here’s 
where it gets tricky. Right now, there’s a strong stake in public-private alliances. We 
shouldn’t go in that direction. That’s clear to us. We have to attack the rationale of 
accumulation, and those alliances move toward the rationale of accumulation. But 
saying “don’t go there” doesn’t mean that it commands us, which is where the triple 
helix that is sometimes called public-private-community is taking us now. The issue 
is that the public-community side is not compatible with the private-capitalized side. 
So the government must look elsewhere to completely recreate itself. I think that 
we have to reconstruct not just the economic forms of the government but also 
the political forms. There we start to get into a new arena, right? And in that sense, 
everything starts to be questioned. But it’s very relevant to put the questioning 
of the economic system hand in hand with questioning of political systems. And I 
think that, for example, there is a great power in processes that fight to question 
colonialist nation-states. And I’m also including the Spanish state here with respect 
to, for example, the Catalan Nations, Catalonia, or with respect to Euskal Herria. So, 
questioning the nation-state of Spain, discussing territorial sovereignties as ways of 
trying to recreate institutions and socioeconomic systems at the same time, with the 
end goal of creating an economy, a socioeconomic system that is radically different. 

Do you know if the possibility of implementing this economic model 
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alongside interventions in the legal arena is being explored?

To be honest, I don’t have the capacity to respond to that. I can tell you, for 
example, that when we were talking about the right to care being understood 
as a collective right, rather than an individual one, there were colleagues in 
Zaragoza in a law seminar that were trying to think about that. Right when I got 
here, I was talking to another colleague who is Brazilian and who is a lawyer 
working on the subject of land rights. Because, of course, there’s no way to 
think about land rights from a private property perspective. So there are a lot of 
people addressing this, but I don’t know if there is a structure or specific group 
that addresses it in that way. The field of law is a bit out of reach for me.

How does the concept of “private ownership of the 
means of production” fit into this debate?

I think that with capitalist private property, the first thing we have to do is to take back 
the debate and the questioning, which is something that has remained super hidden 
for years. Now, it’s not taking this debate back to “It’s either private property of each 
person or it’s property of this large, unconnected, faraway state.” No. We’re thinking 
about other ways of managing and of, perhaps not of owning, but of utilizing and 
enjoying those resources. So I think private property has to be called into question. But 
first, private property of large property owners. So that people don’t think that their 
tiny apartment is going to get taken away. We start with the biggest accumulations, 
the biggest accumulators, large property owners. I think that starting there can get 
us to a point of consensus, right? Supporting other forms of property, for example, is 
something that is discussed a lot with the subject of housing. There are those who 
are putting a stake in moving from housing in private property to housing in shared 
property, a transfer of use as it’s called. It isn’t property of a single person but instead 
of a collective, and what the people have a right to is using that dwelling for x years 
and even granting the use of the dwelling to whoever they want. So starting to explore 
these forms of property that are more shared, communal. But this directly conflicts 
with existing legislation. For example, a big problem in the social solidarity economy 
has been the issue of how an ethical bank should do the financing for individuals 
involved in these processes because they weren’t financing the acquisition of a private 
property but rather a right to use. So there wasn’t a legal way. They’ve had to look for 
legal tricks to be able to give a mortgage, to have the right to use the dwelling but 
not to own it. These are messy issues, but they are promising, and we have to involve 
ourselves in them. I think the idea of private property runs through everything for us. It 
runs through love, clearly, and our relationships with our kids. We have a colleague, XXK 
just presented her book about reproductive markets, and here there is a really strong 
critique of how we understand our offspring as private property and each person wants 
to have their own children. So, how do we move on from this idea of private property 
to begin thinking in more communal ways about reproduction and child rearing as 
well? So the idea of private property has to be called into question in many areas.

At the XXK collective you work on generating tools, both analytic and 
methodological, impacting political action and involvement. You yourself 
have taken part in the Congressional Reconstruction Commission to talk about 
caretaking as the flip side of a system urgently in need of interventions. From 
your point of view, is it important to be present in all areas of our reality, or 
are there spaces in which it isn’t necessary or important to get involved?
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I, for example, am not someone who would say that we have to go everywhere to 
bring a different message. That is, I think there are places where we shouldn’t go, 
but we should go to many places. I think that in a certain sense we already interact 
with pretty different groups. When you’re going to talk with public institutions, when 
you’re going to talk with collectives of all types, when you’re going to talk in academia, 
where a lot of different people come together. Somehow, I don’t know how, but 
these things start to seep through a little. For example, 15 or 20 years ago, nobody 
was talking about caretaking. Nobody was talking about life at the center. Now the 
problem is that everyone wants to put life at the center. The question is what life 
and what center. But in some sense you say how can it be that these ideas have 
taken hold? I don’t really know how, but I believe that this question of going to the 
multiplicity of locations, not from a pedagogical disposition of “come here I’m going 
to teach you what you don’t know, I’m going to show you where the solution lies,” 
but instead we’re going to share your point of view and mine and we’re going to 
create together. We’re going to enter into a process of mutual discovery. I think that’s 
central. Not entering with truths and salvation, but rather by supporting transformation 
in many places. That being said, not everywhere. Not long ago, XXK was asked to 
participate in some discussions with high-up executives from big companies to 
make them understand that it’s necessary to move cities towards more sustainable 
models. Well look, if we find ourselves with high-up executives in our community, 
in a school courtyard, or in another place, we’ll talk. But we’re not going to go to 
talk with them because we see them as figures that can make a big impact. That’s 
not why we would talk. That is, we believe that we’ve got to put down red lines of 
where we don’t have dialogues and then try to have dialogues everywhere else. 

The critical eco-feminist viewpoint has taught us to understand that growth 
and capitalist expansion must be linked, in part, to the phenomenon of global 
chains of caretaking. In the co-dictionary section of the Constellation of 
the Commons and written by Camila Esguerra (Colombian anthropologist 
and researcher) we find a definition of this phenomenon applied to the 
reality of migrant persons. In one of the experiences that you have archived 
on the XXK website, we can hear you discuss this subject in a talk entitled 
“The Caretaking Economy in Current Society. Global Chains of Caretaking.” 
How do you see this phenomenon operating in the Spanish state?

Well, I wouldn’t say that exactly. That is, I have a handful of things to say about global 
chains of caretaking. First, they aren’t new, what’s new is their global dimension, but 
the transfers of caretaking, which are those jobs, the least valued, the most invisibilized, 
the most precarious, passing it on to those who can’t refuse. That’s always been the 
case. There have always been domestic workers from the smallest villages to cities, 
from one country to neighboring countries. I’d say that capitalism is a history always 
built upon invisible chains of caretaking, where caretaking has never gone well, it’s 
always been in crisis. Only, now it’s reaching a global dimension. But I’d say it’s not just 
a problem tied to international and transoceanic migrations, for example, but rather 
it’s a problem inherent to the system itself. On the other hand, I think it’s essential to 
understand that these chains are neither an issue between women, of some exploiting 
others, or between individual families, where some exploit others. We have to talk 
about absences. The absences are of men in general, and it’s not that they don’t care 
for others but that they don’t care for themselves. More and more women are trying 
to do the same thing, and then public institutions don’t take on their responsibilities 
with respect to caretaking and big corporations are generally bleeding life dry for 
their own process of accumulation, and so they require this other side of invisibilized 
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jobs. So, we’re talking about a structural dimension. What’s happening these days? 
We believe that there are distinct situations in global chains of care. But we’d say that 
they reflect three big social problems, to summarize. First, sometimes the lack of public 
services. If you have an elderly mother with dementia there isn’t a public collective 
alternative to take care of her. And there are people who can’t do anything other than 
hire a domestic worker, which is a 21st century form of slave labor. So, sometimes 
what’s happening there is that a lack of public responsibility is being made up for. We 
can’t tell the family you’re doing something wrong. What we have to do is condemn 
this absence of collective responsibility. Other times domestic workers are hired, for 
example, to avoid discussing more and more — even with rhetoric about equality — 
how we distribute things but then don’t share them, because we ignore the problem 
by hiring someone else. Here we do have to say “hey, look at the conflict and deal 
with it, don’t delegate it.” Here we have to do that, for example, or also when what 
we do is hire domestic workers because we’d prefer to have time for more important 
things. For example, I remember that in a study we did, a colleague told us that he 
was an executive, that he had a very complicated life and didn’t have time, and so 
he didn’t have time to clean his house. Well, I don’t have time either. Time, of course. 
Who has time? What’s really going on is that I don’t want to spend my time down on 
my knees cleaning the toilet. So, what is “not having time?” It’s that you don’t want 
to take on the work that maintains your body. You prefer to have someone else do 
it. So, processes of social inequality get deepened. As it becomes cheaper to buy 
someone else’s time, as the number of things you can do increases by freeing up 
that time, the more you’re going to hire. So, here we also have to condemn this not 
wanting to get down on your knees to clean your toilet and making someone else do 
it. But, doing this in a more collective way rather than targeting specific households.

At the Constellation of the Commons we are working on a proactive and 
exciting collective imagination that encourages citizen participation 
in an exercise of co-responsibility for the approaching eco-social, 
polyethical, and economic transformations. At the XXK collective, 
how do you imagine the introduction of an economic system centered 
around the sustainability of life and grounded in co-responsibility? 

When we talk about a socioeconomic system grounded in this shared responsibility 
of sustaining life, we think that this future model could be connected to our more 
everyday activities, where we have to do things for ourselves and for the people 
we live with. After that it’s connected to a more communal sphere, of proximity, 
and from there to the public sphere. Sometimes we talk about a spiral, in the 
sense that these levels of managing life have to be interconnected. And we say 
that in the spiral, some responsibilities need to move outward. That if you have an 
elderly person at your side in a highly dependent situation, who needs constant 
attention and specialized knowledge, that can’t be your responsibility alone. 
There must be a sense of shared responsibility for public and community affairs. 
So some responsibilities require looking beyond ourselves. But we also say that 
the spiral must have inward movement, responsibilities that have to return to us. 
So, indeed, we have to clean our everyday spaces, manage our diet, take care of 
ourselves, it can’t be something that we delegate but rather that we take into our 
own hands. So, it’s basically this idea of co-responsibility that breaks from the idea 
of I only look out for myself and I buy what I can in the market, and what I can’t I 
get from the government. It can’t be just that either I buy it in the market or the 
government gives it to me as if it were some unconnected being. The government, 
the communal-public sphere, isn’t some unconnected being, it’s something that 
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we’re a part of. So, basically it’s this idea of co-responsibility that departs from 
this practice of saying “domestic work is bad for taking care of elderly people, the 
state should do it.” No, it’s that we should do it collectively. Part of it would be the 
government and part of it would be us and part of it would be in shared spaces. 

From your perspective, who is taking charge of 
caretaking in situations of dependency?

I would say clearly these situations of caretaking, of dependency, whether due to 
age or functional diversity, are re-privatized these days. That is, they are mixed up 
in the private-domestic sphere. Ultimately, who guarantees this care is families and 
within families women, both women in the families and hired domestic workers. And 
privatized also in the sense of being mixed up in the private-commercial sphere. So, 
what’s being developed is more a market of caretaking services and the little bit that 
has been put in place as supposed public service, as supposed rights guaranteed 
by public institutions, is ultra privatized. The Dependency Law, for example, that 
was enacted around 15 years ago, that tried to ensure this right to receive care in 
a situation of dependence, what it has done is promote private senior residences, 
a domestic support service that is privatized in practically all places. Often to give 
you money that you spend in the private market. So, it is clearly re-privatized in 
homes and in markets that are subsidized in large part by public institutions. And 
caretaking is also feminized. A huge majority of it is done by women. More and 
more, by women who are racialized, migrant, and temporary workers. There’s a 
perverse relationship. As a job becomes more essential, and those of dependent 
caretaking are essential, the more feminized it is, the more racialized and more 
temporary, the less it pays. This was a scandal during the pandemic. How can it 
be that residence workers and etc. are in these conditions? Well, it’s all still the 
same. Nothing’s changed. And what it looked like was that it was going to be a 
huge injection of public money back into private companies to digitize caretaking 
and to build new equipment closer to people, rather than the big residences, but 
again they will go to the sector again, to the big construction companies. So, it’s 
not changing anything. And here, I repeat, there is an absence of men in general, 
public institutions, and companies that are always extracting in various ways. 

For this transformation to be completely thorough we need to develop a critical 
narrative of the transformation itself that, at the same time, is proactive: 
Can you tell us about some of the milestones that have been achieved?

Well, the idea of achievement tied to success would be another whole question to 
unpack. The other day, in fact, we were discussing the idea of success with two other 
colleagues from XXK. But, without getting mixed up in that, I would say that thinking 
in terms of achievements is not for us, it isn’t thinking in terms of a radical change to 
the system overnight but rather in terms of transition. So, in terms of understanding 
first that the world is already changing. That it’s not about us changing the world 
but instead trying to make sure that that change that is already happening goes 
somewhere moderately decent and not somewhere awful. So, it’s getting involved 
around the change that’s already happening and getting involved with the very 
mechanisms of the system, the best mechanisms of the system, look at public policy, 
look at impacts on employment, even though I have already spoken against salaried 
work. But we have to defend decent working conditions in salaried work for right now. 
So, trying to make an impact on that change with the mechanisms of the system, 
with things that already exist. But the system pushes other things aside, look at social 
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solidarity economics, look at these other collaborative housing efforts, also look at the 
networks of mutual support that have emerged during the pandemic, look at unpaid 
caretaking that is happening to this day, although it has a terrible heteropatriarchal 
dimension. So within the peripheries of the system and with new ideas, we invent 
ourselves. Thinking about achievements in terms of transition, being able to give 
answers to urgent questions while laying the foundations of systemic change. Beyond 
that, in terms of achievements, I have to confess that I’m not too optimistic, but I would 
say that one achievement has been that caretaking gets talked about, and that what 
happens with life and where life is gets talked about. That’s an achievement, even 
though there’s a huge risk that each side co-opts it, or that it ends up on contradictory 
sides, or that it gets filled with exactly the sorts of things we didn’t want. At the level 
of discourse I think we have achieved things. At the level of specific rights, I think that 
feminisms have achieved a ton. That is, from the right to free voluntary interruption 
of pregnancy, even though that right has deficiencies, to legalizing families through 
marriage equality, although marriage is part of what we want to get rid of. But as a 
means of transition we can include marriage equality. I think there have been a lot of 
achievements. Another achievement, for example, is that it was just announced today 
that once again the Spanish government is in the process of ratifying Convention 
189 for decent working conditions for domestic workers. They have announced that 
multiple times, we’ll have to see if it’s true this time. But that’s an achievement, and it’s 
an achievement accomplished through a ton of work on the part of domestic workers’ 
associations. That’s another achievement. Has it gotten rid of the problem of domestic 
work being precarious and almost enslavement? No. But I think there are some 
achievements. There are also big defeats. For example, the European funds for recovery 
and restructuring for me are a defeat and this is a big debate within the Left itself. 

What does the future look like from a feminist viewpoint?

The situation seems difficult to me. We’re in a situation of ecological collapse that 
goes well beyond climate change. Or rather, calling ecological collapse “climate 
change” seems like a defeat to me. I think the situation is difficult, but we don’t have 
any other alternatives than to be optimists. And here, a few days ago I was talking 
with a colleague who is going to publish a book about feminist struggles in LatIn 
America. It’s very impactful to read how feminist collectives have been fighting to 
defend life in contexts of violence and enormous pain. For example, collectives that 
are fighting to find missing persons. So how can you keep living happily when what 
you’re looking for is a person who was disappeared, who might never return, who 
might be dead, who might have lived through terrible sexual violence? But their 
approach was that life that is missing doesn’t destroy the life that remains; rather 
that the life that is missing makes us live with more strength and more joy for the 
life that we have today. I think that’s what we have to hold on to with the ecological 
collapse that’s coming. This extremely difficult situation has to make us feel much 
more strongly than just any small struggle for life today and for happiness today. 
It’s what gives meaning to everything, and the only thing that might let us have a 
future. So, this idea of “We want each other alive,” that comes from the feminism 
of Abya Yala. We want to be alive and we fight to be alive. We are fighting from life 
and for life. I think we have to ground ourselves in that. Trying to not fall prey to fear, 
which is one possibility, complete discouragement, paralysis, or living for today in the 
worst sense, a living for today that is radically individualistic. Instead fighting for joy 
in our shared life is the most immediate priority. I think that this also alters the force 
of politics. Not to put it far away, or far away on the horizon, or far away from big 
things, but rather more in life that is concrete and close. I think that here there is an 
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immense strength in creating lives that are more livable in the immediate future. And 
that spaces of political impact are livable spaces, not the other way around as spaces 
of constant fighting. And I think that we’re in a moment where there is a lot of risk 
of getting into fights, between exactly those of us who should be working together.  

Do you work alongside other projects?

Silvia always says, or at least she points out a lot, that we don’t like to do things 
alone but rather accompanied by others. And it’s true that we never work alone. 
We work with different people, both with organizations and more purely activist, 
feminist, or other collectives as well as more transformative NGOs, such as social 
solidarity economy groups. We are part of REAS, which is the Network of Alternative 
Solidarity Economics in Euskal Herria. So here as well, with colleagues in academia 
or in public institutions, or even — we’re not part of any political party — but with 
nearby political parties or with unions. In other words, with a ton of people. Those 
we don’t work with are private for-profit companies, especially not big ones. That 
is, if you work with a tiny one, a PYME (small and medium companies), or a mini 
company, that’s not a problem. So, with those, with others, with everyone we can.

What does it mean that the XXK collective is a political project?

It’s hard for me to define politics, but it’s a politics that goes much further 
than institutional politics. That is, we don’t just talk about public institutions 
and it’s much more than politics like political parties. Politics as, in a way, 
the management of collective life. So what we’re talking about when we say 
that we’re a political project is that we’re a project that recognizes ourselves 
as part of a shared life for which we have a responsibility. So we see that 
responsibility and we assume it. I would say that’s politics for us.

On your website, you have an entire series of open and downloadable publications. 
What is the XXK collective’s stance on copyright and Creative Commons?

I’d say that going against copyright policy would indeed be one of those places 
where you see where to attack private property. But we don’t have, fortunately, the 
obligation of academic credits. For example, we don’t have to publish with publishers 
or with academic recognition because we aren’t part of that league. So, not having 
that obligation, we’re never going to publish with copyright. We’re always going 
to publish with Creative Commons, both with publishers and many publications. 
Which means you just upload them to the web and you’re done and whoever wants 
them can get them. This is not a criticism of those who have to be involved in that 
world and are part of that struggle. I understand as well that today you can try to 
make specific arguments for something to be closed for a certain period but then 
it opens up later, for example. But our stake is clearly in Creative Commons, and 
we’re surprised by people, who I know of in both feminist and degrowth fields, that 
systematically publish in places with property, with copyright, that are inaccessible 
in most of the world, and therefore for large parts of feminist movements and 
colleagues in social movements. It surprises us that there are people who do this 
uncritically and systematically. That you do it because you are in that world, you don’t 
have another option, etc. occasionally, sure. But the movement needs to be in the 
opposite direction. Another thing is then how do those publishers survive? Because 
if there isn’t a co-responsibility and if I download everything for free regardless of 
my ability to compensate or give back something when I have it, you also force them 
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out. That is, how do independent publishers survive? It’s a big problem. So, it also 
requires co-responsibility from us on the other hand, from those of us who can. 

Thinking about your life trajectory, how do you maintain your confidence in 
systemic transformation in a time marked by energy collapse, a crisis of our 
model of civilization, and a general situation of political indifference?

I don’t know, but I think the idea that intelligence only emerges collectively, and 
we have seen that. We saw it with 15M, we did see it there. Suddenly with 15M 
nobody was indispensable. That is, you could be in the streets or not, and things 
happened because really there was a collective body functioning and a collective 
intelligence. That was something that I haven’t seen repeated again since the most 
intense moments of 15M in the streets. So the idea that intelligence is collective and 
that happiness is also collective. I often recall some years ago, doing a video on the 
subject of precarity. A woman who was young, who was a high-up executive, who 
at 31 had a heart attack because of the pace of her life. But she talked about how 
the private sector and the private company motivated her a lot because it gave 
her constant challenges. These challenges gave her a strong sense of purpose. 
So, how to shift from that sense of purpose based on individual challenges that 
private companies give you as a professional, to thinking about the collective 
challenge that we face together. Replacing the importance of motivation and of 
challenges as well. Personally, I could go to a conference and give a very successful 
talk but that will never give me as much happiness as I get from doing a shared 
workshop that we’ve prepared together, that we’ve done with others and that 
goes well. The happiness that comes from that has nothing to do with the other. 
Being able to really open ourselves to the joy that working together can give us, 
closing ourselves off from or putting limits on the search for individual merit.

Thank you very much as well for making us think about things that sometimes when 
you are in the Vorágine you don’t stop to think about and being forced to, or, having 
to tell other people, is also a part of the process of construction and self-awareness. 
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Who are you and what relationship do you 
have to Economistas sin Fronteras?

Elena Novillo: I’m Elena Novillo, and I’m from Madrid. I studied 
Law and Business at Complutense University, and I have been 
working with Economistas sin Fronteras for about 11 years.

Patricia Solaun: And I am Patricia Solaun. I’m from Bilbao. I studied 
Economic Law at the University of Deusto, and I’ve been working 
with Economistas sin Fronteras Euskadi for almost five years now. 

Economistas sin Fronteras was founded in 1997 in Spain. In 
what city did it start? Where did the idea come from?

Patricia Solaun: Economistas sin Fronteras was founded in 1997 by a group 
of professors at the University of the UNED (National University of Distance 
Education) in Madrid. The group realized that the economic model being 
taught in the Economics Department was a model that lacked values. It was 
a predatory and speculative model, and it was presented as the only one 
possible. The group thought that there were alternatives, and that there 
was another way to teach economics. They also wanted to recover the true 
purpose of the economy — to satisfy the needs of all people — which was 
being forgotten. That’s how this project, Economistas sin Fronteras, began, 
and it continues to this day, because the problem continues to this day.

Who inspired this initiative?

Elena Novillo: Neither of us was around when Economistas got started, 
but most of the founding members maintain close ties to the organization. 
The founding members who are still very involved in Economistas Madrid 
are Juan Gimeno and Marta de la Cuesta, who are professors at the 
UNED. Juan I believe comes from the legal field although he is also an 
economist, and Marta from economics and business. And there were 
more professors, too. I think there was someone from Euskadi as well.

Patricia Solaun: In Euskadi, one of the founding members who is still 
a very active volunteer is Jesús Ochoa. There was also a group of other 
members who are no longer very involved in the organization, although 
we still have an annual meeting with these members — they aren’t part of 
the day to day operations, but we do send them a report with information. 
They want to continue being somewhat informed without participating. 

https://www.sendadecuidados.org/


/#140 Economistas sin Fronteras (EsF)
Constellation 
of the commons

Were the Madrid and Euskadi headquarters founded at the same time?

Patricia Solaun: The Euskadi headquarters of Economistas sin Fronteras was founded 
about five or six years after the one in Madrid. It was started by a group of volunteers 
in Euskadi alongside the Colegio Vasco de Economistas. To this day we still maintain 
that relationship with the Colegio Vasco de Economistas, and there are people from 
that group of volunteers who continue actively participating with us in Euskadi. 

What type of organization is Economistas sin Fronteras?

Elena Novillo: Economistas sin Fronteras is a national organization. We have 
headquarters in Cantabria, Euskadi, and Madrid. We’re not a federation, we’re 
an organization with a single code — with a single CIF (Fiscal Identification 
Code). And we work in different territories. That’s not to say we don’t work on 
a more national or even international level. What we do is work with different 
entities that represent different territories. We do economics this way because 
we’re aware that working as a network in this field is fundamental.

Economistas sin Fronteras is a state organization that currently 
has headquarters in Cantabria, Euskadi, and Madrid. How do 
these three headquarters coordinate their work?

Elena Novillo: We’re aware that our work has to have a local connection in 
each one of these territories. Still, in each of the different areas of work we 
have at Economistas — which are cooperation and awareness, social and 
solidarity economics, and corporate social responsibility — in each one of these 
spheres we have coordination meetings, not so much to coordinate action 
as to share knowledge. We ask, “What are you all doing over there?”, “What 
are we doing here?”, “What’s being done in Cantabria?” Or even, “What’s 
being done in other places?” So that we can share that knowledge. 

Is there a steering committee that coordinates work between the three headquarters?

Elena Novillo: About three years ago, we had an interesting internal organizational 
process in which all of us workers decided to create a rotating steering committee. 
We were working in a totally horizontal, participatory, and democratic way, and we 
didn’t have an executive figure. There wasn’t really anyone at the wheel initially. 
We did have an executive board made up of volunteers, but we didn’t have that 
executive figure — which we never thought we would need. There were certain 
circumstances, situations, in which we found that we did need something like that. 
So we created a participatory organizational process, in which volunteers, supporters, 
and workers took part, and we decided to create a rotating executive committee 
between the different workers who carry out the work of directing the organization. 

Patricia Solaun: The coordinating committee facilitates the flow of information 
and the more executive aspects of management, and it resolves things, makes 
decisions when necessary. But almost everything is brought up during the 
workers’ meeting, which is monthly and in which all the workers participate.

How many people work on the coordination committee 
of the organization? How are they chosen?
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Patricia Solaun: We do a rotation that doesn’t necessarily involve the entire group 
but is instead staggered and voluntary. All of the workers sit on the coordination 
committee voluntarily, and we try to ensure that there is representation from different 
areas because that also facilitates the flow of information. The idea is to make 
sure we have representatives from different areas. This system is really allowing 
us to take ownership of Economistas in a new way. I think we all felt a sense of 
ownership over the project before, but not necessarily over the managerial side. 
So it involves seeing things another way and getting involved in things that can be 
tedious but also ensure the sustainability of the organization. It’s very interesting. 
And also, like Elena said, we started it about two and a half years ago and it has 
largely coincided with the pandemic, and in my personal experience participating 
on the committee, it’s been a space where we look after one another, during 
a time when we were working and we would only see each other occasionally 
to deal with anything that came up. We were seeing the same small group of 
people regularly, every 15 days. Even beyond the work of management, that 
became a space for looking after one another, and it remains one to this day. 

Elena Novillo: We’d say that we continue to function in an autonomous way. There are 
the two main offices, with contracted personnel, which are Euskadi and Madrid. Both 
offices function autonomously, and they also coordinate with one another. As for the 
different areas of work, we work autonomously. What we now have in common now is 
the more administrative aspect of our management and our strategic decisions, that 
more transversal part, which was necessary. That was a long time coming, really. And 
I also think that at a territorial level, the periodic worker meetings have been really 
good for us. Those started a while ago, before the committee, but they used to happen 
less regularly. The periodic meetings allow us to have this permanent space between 
Euskadi and Madrid, where we can coordinate, and where we can come together, too, 
not just for technical reasons but also, as you said, to chat about what’s going on for us.  

Can any person or group start their own branch of 
Economistas sin Fronteras in their community?

Elena Novillo: This is somewhat related to what we understand by growth in our 
organization. Right now we don’t have a strategy for territorial expansion because 
we’re a medium-sized organization. We have about 200 members, about 60-
80 active volunteers, and about 13-14 workers. And as far as territorial expansion, 
each of the offices has a lot of work, so we probably can’t add more right now, 
with the number of people we have currently. Our growth happens more through 
alliances with stronger organizations in other territories. For example, in Catalonia 
there is a student organization called Posgrados, which we work with a ton, 
or there are the REAS [Networks of Alternative Solidarity-Based Economics] in 
different territories. We work with REAS Aragón, with the University of Zaragoza. 
We rely on stronger organizations in other territories and work as a network. 
We don’t really have the strength to grow. So, if you’re in another territory and 
want to participate in Economistas, then we can collaborate. We’ll talk. 

Patricia Solaun: There’s always the possibility of opening new branches 
or territorial offices because, as Elena said, we understand that when 
we work locally it has to be based locally, so the possibility is there. But 
right now we are in a moment and a process of trying to take care of 
our existing branches. So it’s possible that a new branch could emerge 
naturally, but it would have to be something that shows up on its own.
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What is the legal status of Economistas sin Fronteras?

Elena Novillo: Well, a nonprofit organization isn’t a recognized legal status in and of 
itself, it’s more of an organizational classification. We’re an organization that doesn’t 
have profit as its end goal. We don’t work towards it. That’s the categorization. 
Legally, we began as an association and two years later, in 1999, the foundation came 
about. So we have this double legal status which is pretty unique. The majority of 
our economic activity goes through the Foundation, which has a board of trustees. 
But of course we don’t like the Foundation as a legal category because, although 
it’s a legal category within social economic laws, it isn’t a democratic organization. 
Foundations don’t have to be democratic, they can be pretty top-down. So we 
keep the association, which is where our main decisions are made. We have an 
assembly of members, an executive board, that serve the purpose of democratizing 
our organization. So that’s where we make the main decisions, the strategic ones.

Elena Novillo: In the process of organizational change that we underwent, this was 
something that came up constantly — “What represents us most day to day?” — a 
workers’ cooperative, a nonprofit cooperative, a mixed cooperative, or simply being 
an association. A lot of us liked the idea of leaning towards the association because 
it’s really what guides us the most day to day. We don’t see the foundation. We 
don’t really keep it in mind, but in the end because of our trajectory and the type of 
projects we do, a long line of our projects are tied in some way to the foundation. 
So it’s mostly an administrative issue: If we lose the foundation, we lose that whole 
history of projects. Plus changing our legal status would be tedious. Keeping double 
legal status is somewhat tedious, too, but we’re familiar with it, so we keep it. We 
prefered to make more practical changes, like creating the committee and doing 
some housekeeping at the group level, since we organize our working groups 
ourselves, instead of changing the legal status, which was more of a formality. 

On your website, you describe four areas of work at Economistas sin 
Fronteras: cooperation for development, social and solidarity economics, 
education for development, and corporate social responsibility and ethical 
investments. Can you explain the origins of this distribution of topics?

Elena Novillo: Economistas emerged from Economics departments that were 
worried about the direction that economics teaching is moving in, so one of the first 
areas of work was education. Education for development. How do we transform, 
or how do we limit this tendency towards teaching economics from a neoliberal 
perspective — an economic perspective that is so limited and so inadequate for 
the challenges that we currently face? So this area of work was the first due to the 
type of people that were involved in Economistas. The next area to emerge was 
corporate social responsibility, which in turn created the Observatory of Corporate 
Social Responsibility, an external organization of economists, but one that has close 
ties to our organization. And finally the area of social and solidarity economics 
emerged, which when it was first created was called the “small business incubator.” 
It came about in part out of a desire to support female entrepreneurs, mostly here 
in Madrid. This area emerged sometime around 2003. It’s an area that I’m closely 
connected to, and this area has undergone a very significant process of transformation 
because it’s tied to movements of transformative economics at the territorial level. 

Patricia Solaun: In Euskadi we mostly work in the areas of education and social 
and solidarity economics, although we also discuss corporate social responsibility 
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as a concept and have had a few workshops that talked about it. But we mostly 
work on those two. All of the people who are a part of the Euskadi branch work in 
both areas because they are closely connected. In our educational work we analyze 
the environmental and socioeconomic impacts of the current economic model and 
propose alternatives. Social and solidarity economics is the more practical part, 
putting alternatives in practice. And we connect the two mainly through courses that 
have to do with entrepreneurship. When we talk about entrepreneurship, we talk 
about it from the perspective of social and solidarity economics. So pretty often we’ll 
do activities and we won’t know if they fit solely in the area of education or in the 
area of social and solidarity economics. And to us it doesn’t matter all that much. 

Elena Novillo: They’re essentially boxes, ways to package different ways of doing 
or thinking about things. So, as Patri pointed out nicely, that part about how the 
current economic system functions and how to generate a critical perspective — 
well, we categorize that as “Education for Development.” But really it’s more that 
we want to encourage people to have a critical perspective on the economy, and 
it’s this more practical aspect of “How do we get to this different economy?” So in 
response to that question, we talk about entrepreneurship or business consolidation 
or how a time bank works. That is, it’s a bit more of a practical approach. 

How many people have been hired to work for the organization? What 
does working mean in the context of Economistas sin Fronteras? 

Patricia Solaun: There are currently 13 contracted workers. Right now 
4 of us are at the Euskadi office, and the rest are in Madrid. 

Elena Novillo: We have people who started 3 years ago and people who have been 
working with the organization for 20 years. We’d say we’re pretty happy. We have 
a labor framework that was negotiated with the previous executive board. Before 
the committee we negotiated an agreement — an internal labor framework that 
improved the conditions of the collective agreement. That’s also important to us. 
The truth is we don’t really think we could fight for a fair economy if we didn’t have 
good working conditions, within the margins of what we see as decent wages and 
conditions. But I do think this idea of working with dignity and taking care of each 
other within the organization is something that matters to us. That is, within the 
organization we try to take care of one another and respect one another as workers. 

Patricia Solaun: For us workers Economistas is also a space for personal and collective 
growth. To me it’s a luxury to be in a space where you work for what you believe in, but 
you also have the ability to do the work the way you want to, and propose new things, 
and involve new people because you believe in a given collaboration. Each worker 
has a lot of decision-making power, which doesn’t exist in many other workplaces. 
What Elena said is true — we want to guarantee good working conditions that meet 
our workers’ needs. But that other part of personal autonomy and participation and 
room to experiment a little, having this little laboratory where we can try things out 
and give out all — that’s also a part of the working conditions that we appreciate. 

Elena Novillo: We give a lot to Economistas — but it also gives a lot back 
to us. I’ve always thought of it as a two-way relationship, and that’s how it 
should be. I think that’s why we’ve all stayed working here for so long. 
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How are workers’ salaries funded at Economistas sin Fronteras?

Elena Novillo: We have three main sources of funding. One is funding from 
members. There is also public funding, which is the majority — I’d say it covers 
about 70-80% of our funding at different levels: EU, national, autonomous 
community, and municipal. And there’s some private funding. To receive private 
funding we have a corporate social responsibility rule within the organization 
which has to do with investigating where those funds come from. Not everything 
meets our criteria, and some work areas cannot receive certain funds.

Can any person join Economistas sin Fronteras?

Elena Novillo: At the level of individual members there is no limit on how few — or 
how many — there can be. We hope that every person who wants to give financial 
support to Economistas — we’ll talk about volunteering later — that financially 
they can do that and feel like a part of the project through that connection. There 
are institutional members, too. They have certain limits but, for example, there 
are universities that want to partner with Economistas, and we’re open to it. 
Anybody can be a member of Economistas, and as Patri said, they don’t have to be 
economists or people who studied business or anything like that. They just have to 
be interested in economics because the economy supports us and connects us all. 

Patricia Solaun: And then as members these people can vote in the assembly and 
make decisions and even get involved a little, or ask us for what they want as members. 

Who are the volunteers for Economistas sin Fronteras and how do you become one?

Patricia Solaun: Recently, in Euskadi teleconferencing has been increasing, since 
the pandemic has increased video calls in general, which has helped make 
participation a bit easier — being able to combine projects and bring people 
together quickly and regularly. Right now we have 15 active volunteers and several 
projects. Volunteers normally get in touch with us through email because they’ve 
seen our website or gone to a talk — or for a lot of different reasons. It’s true that 
we work in a field where there aren’t a ton of opportunities to participate, so we do 
understand that we’re one of the few alternatives that exists, especially in that area 
of participation. So whenever we get an email, we always respond, and we always 
try to offer a chance to participate. It’s true that it isn’t always easy — because of 
the workload, the dynamics, spots filling up. Sometimes we can’t do it. A volunteer 
requires time, and especially when they first arrive, they need some time to get 
settled into the organization: its contents, the way we work, and everything. So we 
can’t always do it, but we recognize that it’s our duty to offer those opportunities 
to the extent that we can. We always try to, and we welcome all volunteers.

Elena Novillo: Here in Madrid we have also been a bridge to other social 
movement organizations. I think we serve as an entry point for a lot of people 
who are studying economics and business and feel let down by what they’re 
studying. They’re looking for alternatives, and we show up. That’s a pretty common 
profile at Economistas, and of course that’s how I ended up at Economistas.

Patricia Solaun: Me too!

Elena Novillo: You too?
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Patricia Solaun: Yes!

Economistas sin Fronteras is a member of the Spanish Development 
NGO Coordinator. Can you explain what the Coordinator 
is, how it works, and how you are related to it?

Patricia Solaun: We’re part of the NGO Development Coordinator at the state 
level and in Euskadi. NGO development coordinators are second-level platforms. 
They group together various NGOs. In the case of the State Coordinator, I think 
there are more than 500 NGOs that make it up. And in the case of Euskadi, 
there are more than 80 organizations. Then the Euskadi Coordinator, a few 
years after it was started, became a part of the State Coordinator as well. So 
there are various connections. With the NGO coordinator we are working toward 
achieving the social transformations we want to promote. We recognize that 
NGOs can’t do this separately, but together they can. It’s also a space for everyone 
to learn. Working groups are formed, and we can join the ones that interest us 
the most. In our case, we’re in the education group. I think it’s called “Education 
for Global Citizenship” in the state organization. In the Euskadi Coordinator, it’s 
“Education for Social Transformation,” but it’s basically the same area of work. 

In the “Networks and Campaigns” section of your website, you mention that 
you work with a significant number of organizations and associations. How do 
these connections come about, and what do these collaborations consist of?

Elena Novillo: Well, there’s just no other way, I mean, we have a lot of different ways 
or spaces in which people can participate. Perhaps the most representative ones, 
the ones in which we’re most active, are the NGO Coordinator and the Network of 
Solidarity-Based Alternative Economics. But then we also have to work at the territorial 
level, so we work with territorial organizations with different purposes, for example 
the Network of Financial Education, networks dedicated to social activism in economic 
subjects, such as the Network Against the TTIP, the Platform for Fiscal Justice. We’re 
more active in some of these organizations because we’re involved in their content 
areas, and in others we play a more secondary role. But we believe all these initiatives 
play a part in what Economistas promotes, so we have to take part in them.  

Patricia Solaun: Then beyond just participation, there are the Coordinator and 
the REAS in each territory. We associate ourselves with other organizations that 
are part of these networks and that work with groups who we also work with, or 
who have the same goals as us. We find each other along the way, and we sustain 
these collaborations, especially when we do similar work. So from there we do get 
collaborations that we like to keep supporting. Collaboration for us is really a tool 
for doing work because social transformation is a goal for us that we know can’t be 
accomplished alone. Beyond being a tool for our work, collaborating sort of becomes a 
goal in and of itself. Because social transformation comes from that collaboration, right?

What relationship is there between Economistas sin 
Fronteras and the labor movement?

Elena Novillo: There are unions involved in some of the platforms we’re a part of, 
and some people who are part of Economistas are also involved with unions. Just 
yesterday in the film series we organize every year — this is its twenty-second edition 
here in Madrid — the discussion panel and the film were actually discussing the 
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role of women in the labor movement. It’s a subject that matters to us. Unions are 
entities that we believe are very relevant for society and that are becoming more 
and more necessary. But we still don’t have much of a relationship with them, not 
on a practical level. We haven’t created any projects together with unions, but that 
doesn’t mean we couldn’t. We definitely could. I don’t know about Euskadi…

Patricia Solaun: In Euskadi we were part of a network devoted to degrowth 
and wellbeing, which was formed by three or four NGOs and a union. 
So there is some overlap, but the relationship isn’t very direct. 

Is Economistas sin Fronteras invited to take part in policy 
discussions at the national and local levels?

Elena Novillo: Due to our local roots we do get invited to discuss local and 
regional topics, for example, on subjects of consumption or social and solidarity 
economics. We’ve been invited to discussion panels related to these issues on 
occasion. It’s true that our work isn’t as direct on the institutional level, but generally 
speaking we do play a part, often through networks like the REAS and the NGO 
Coordinator. Through these networks our statements often make it to those places. 
At the national level, I’d say we have less presence in institutional matters. 

Patricia Solaun: We don’t make a political impact in an isolated way just as 
economists, instead we do it as a network. Right now in Euskadi, Economistas 
sin Fronteras, through the NGO Coordinator, is part of the Basque Board of 
Cooperation. So we don’t participate as much as just Economistas sin Fronteras 
but rather as part of a network. We don’t have a direct influence on policy. What 
we work on is social activism. We come a step before policy. We try to produce 
changes in people and in groups, so that they go a step further and make an 
impact on policy. So we work on making a political impact through this network.  

Elena Novillo: For example, with the Fiscal Justice Platform we can directly 
impact policy, or through the REAS. Political proclamations get generated that 
way. But we are most clearly involved in education. Like Patri said, in that part 
that comes before policy, in which people start to see economics in a new 
way and understand economics differently. That part is more of our focus. 

You have mentioned your connection to the Network of Solidarity-Based 
Alternative Economics (REAS) a few times. Can you explain what this 
network does and how Economistas sin Fronteras is connected to it?

Elena Novillo: REAS is the Network of Solidarity-Based Alternative Economics. It was 
started around the same time as Economistas sin Fronteras. It’s a network of networks. 
It has different territorial offices as well as international networks. So it’s international, 
a global social movement. Why was REAS started? Well, there were very atomized 
experiences of alternative economics in different territories, with little capacity for change, 
which created small and isolated groups. What REAS does is bring these groups together. 
In the process of uniting us, tools that make us stronger have emerged. These tools can 
be, for example, the charter of the Constitution of Social and Solidarity Economics, our 
Magna Carta. It lays out the principles for solidarity-based economics, which Economistas 
and all the other organizations subscribe to, and it includes the principles of local 
development, transparency, equity, and environmental commitment. We have other 
tools like territorial social markets, which create spaces for cooperation, markets for 
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exchange, economic support for these initiatives. There are processes of social auditing 
and social balance based on this charter of principles. Through these processes we apply 
the charter internally within our projects, and we publicize these principles and keep 
growing in these practices. REAS is a meeting space and a place in which organizations 
that share these principles can come together. Economistas sin Fronteras has been part 
of REAS since at least 2010. At the territorial level, we participate in the executive boards, 
the steering committees, and other administrative bodies within those entities. The 
thing is, on a practical level, what we propose in Economistas lines up with what REAS 
proposes. When we talk about building a new economy, we try to bring other initiatives, 
entrepreneurial projects, and companies together to move towards this economy.

Patricia Solaun: And as far as our relationship with REAS Euskadi, for 
example, bringing it down to the level of the Basque Country, we’re part of 
a project right now, the Ekonopolo, which was started by the city council of 
Bilbao and REAS Euskadi. It’s meant to be a site for innovation in solidarity 
economics. We share this space with REAS and other groups in the network. 
We have very direct, active, continuous participation in this network. 

You have talked about the Platform for Fiscal Justice. What does this platform do?

Elena Novillo: Various organizations that are concerned with the tax system — 
worried by the lack of transparency and by how unjust the tax system can be at 
times — joined together to oppose it. So it’s a movement, a platform made up of 
organizations that have a direct impact on policy. They want people to understand, 
on one hand, that our fiscal system can be unjust, and also to understand why a fiscal 
system is necessary for stabilizing the welfare state and for reducing inequality. 

Patricia Solaun: It’s a platform for fiscal justice that tries to bring together regional 
platforms with the intention of grounding proposals at the territorial level. In Euskadi, 
there is a different fiscal system, the foral, which combines the state and territory. 
So it’s a little more complicated. But the idea behind redistributing wealth is the 
same, and our participation is guaranteed through volunteering. We consider it 
important to be a part of these platforms, but of course we only have so many 
resources. Right now we have a volunteer who is familiar with these subjects, 
so that person follows this platform. Participation in other platforms is similar. 
You’ve got to have resources available, and people who want to participate. 

Elena Novillo: An activity that was really important to me is one that we organized in 
the areas of Entrepreneurship and Social and Solidarity Economics, which was linked 
to the Fiscal Justice Platform. The activity explained taxation and remuneration from 
a more global perspective, but also as a practical part of the internal fiscal system 
of a business. I thought this connection was really interesting because it showed 
the broader view of why paying taxes is necessary, and then grounded it in the 
practice of paying them. Because many initiatives, no matter how much they believe 
in that idea of remuneration, say that they don’t pay it. I think this activity was an 
example of how we take both a global and local view, of theory and of practice.

Does a dialogue exist between Coop57 and Finanzas Éticas 
and Economistas sin Fronteras and the REAS?

Patricia Solaun: In the cases you just mentioned, Coop57 and Finanzas Éticas are 
both involved in REAS. REAS has a range of sectors that is very extensive. One of 
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them is the finance sector, and for us that’s an essential area — a very influential 
sector for everything having to do with social markets and REAS. From there, 
a lot of impactful activities are coordinated. When we talk about consumption 
we’re also talking about finances. That’s important too. A lot of the time we talk 
about “Where do we consume?” but we don’t think “Which bank do I consume 
at?” But that is consumption. So they’re a part of REAS, and we coordinate with 
them through that. At Economistas Euskadi, we helped start a network for critical 
financial education called Finantzaz Haratago, and Coop57 was a part of it. They 
have since left. But Oikocredit, Elkacredit, and Economistas sin Fronteras are all 
part of it. It is also part of RedEFES (Network for Education in Ethical and Solidarity-
Based Finances), and all of that is structured and coordinated through networks.

Is there a federation of initiatives dedicated to 
transformative economics in the Spanish state?

Elena Novillo: I think that exists in a certain sense. That is, we can always improve 
our coordination, but we do have REAS, a network of networks, which functions as a 
federation of transformative economics, and we are coordinated. And then the different 
REAS are grounded in different territories. But yes, we’d say that in the area of business 
creation and support it’s clear to us what the tools are, what the means of support 
are, and which public institutions will support the process at different levels. Then at 
the sector level, within each of the initiatives we’ve generated spaces for collaboration. 
These collaborative spaces are usually pretty strong, depending on the moment and 
on which initiatives are being carried out. But within this apparent chaos there is order. 
We have coordination, and we know each other. We know how to work together, who 
to call and what for. So in that sense I feel good about it. This federation that now 
exists came out of the social and solidarity economy. And there are also networks, 
organized platforms at the state and regional level, that are coming out of the third 
sector and the frontline of advocacy, movement, and education. I think the networks 
help us articulate ourselves and complement each other, rather than being redundant. 

Patricia Solaun: Yes, and to coordinate and learn. Because a lot of working in a 
network is exactly that: telling each other things, learning and building together. 
It’s not just I learn from you, you learn from me, and we stop there. We take 
what you know and what I know, we combine and share it, and that creates 
something bigger, richer. That’s what the networks we are a part of are like. 

Thinking about your experiences, what would you say are some 
of the challenges that come with working in a network?

Patricia Solaun: I’d say that having lots of different spaces makes this work 
difficult. Sharing, telling each other, knowing what to share, when to share 
it or whether it is interesting or what it contributes. And then there is trying 
to be in all of these spaces. In the end it’s impossible for a person to be in 
multiple places at once, so coordination has to increase at multiple levels. But, 
this is a job in which we continue learning. It’s difficult, but it’s very useful for 
building something greater. We see that it makes sense to work this way, so we 
dedicate time to it and continue learning. We continue to coordinate ourselves 
better and faster and more easily. It’s not without effort, but it’s worth it. 

Elena Novillo: I think all this interconnected work is affected by the political institutional 
context, the present moment, and the current state of other grassroots organizations. 
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All of this has an effect and shapes our conditions, that’s a reality. In Madrid we’re the 
product of a process that had a lot of support, both on paper and in practice. There’s 
a lot of support for transformative economics movements. And we realize that if that 
support isn’t continuous or isn’t used strategically, if that support isn’t longer-term and 
non-partisan, it can actually weaken us instead of making us stronger. So it’s really 
important to connect our movement to an agenda of international development, 
to the 2030 Agenda. We work with a more far-reaching view, longer-term than 
just the current political context. Because if we don’t, of course, organizations can 
come to depend on funds that can be cut at any moment. That’s really dangerous 
because then we’d no longer be an NGO or an organized social movement, we’d 
be more like a part of an institutional movement. And it’s important to mark that 
difference. We are an independent social movement from that standpoint. 

From the perspective of Economistas sin Fronteras, what are 
we talking about when we talk about economics?

Patricia Solaun: Like we said at the beginning, economics is the way we guarantee 
that everyone has their basic needs met. It’s true we often talk about economics as 
being connected to the market, but that’s a very reductionist understanding. And 
unfortunately it’s the one being taught in today’s curricula. Here, feminist economics 
has taught us a lot. It teaches us to expand our perspective and understand the 
economy as so much more. There is work that’s made invisible, but it’s still work. 
There is work that’s not done within the market. In the market we can talk about 
employment, but work is something much bigger. Then we talk about the caretaking 
economy and all of the support without which there could be no work, as it is 
defined by conventional economics. So that’s economics. If we talk about the 
caretaking economy that sustains all of us, we see that we’re all a part of it. Going 
shopping, cooking, cleaning, taking care of another person, a child, scrubbing the 
stovetop — At the end of the day that’s economics, too. How could anyone think 
that economics doesn’t concern them? Of course it does. When you go shopping, 
where you shop, why you shop, those are economic decisions as well. When we are 
satisfying our needs and the needs of others, we’re participating in the economy. 
We could even say that in our way of interacting with one another, we’re laying 
the groundwork for one economic model or another. If we give primacy to mutual 
recognition in our interactions, we’re investing in an economic model as well as a 
social structure that will define an economic model. If we relate to each other in 
a hierarchical way, then we are creating a different type of economic model.

Elena Novillo: We suggest expanding the notion of economics in order to confront 
an economic model that encourages us to act selfishly, to consider only our own 
interests, to always act rationally and to ignore our planet’s limits. I’m defining a sort 
of homo economicus, which is the example studied in conventional economics. In 
confronting this homo economicus, we propose a different type of person and a 
different type of world in which we recognize clear planetary limits — We’re not saying 
this as economists, the science is saying it. As Patri mentioned, there is the invisible 
reproductive economy that is integral to the productive economy — the reductionist 
understanding of economics that gets taught and studied. Additionally, as people 
we don’t interact with one another selfishly, and we do care about what happens 
in other places. So we stand by this much broader understanding of economics. 

Patricia Solaun: An economics which, in addition to having a set of values, is 
inclusive. One that understands that we as people are different, that we have very 
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different starting points, that our differences are of benefit to society. But one 
that also recognizes that we have to take appropriate measures to correct the 
difference that exists today in people’s starting points, or to ensure an equality 
of opportunities. So it would be an economy that makes us all participate, to see 
how we want to satisfy our needs and even which basic needs are important to 
satisfy. Because when we talk about conventional economics, we are often talking 
about material things, about material wealth. But then there are feelings and social 
relations, and those too are wealth. And there’s time, and having time is also wealth. 
And so, what is a need — eating, or having time? — both of them? A lot of the 
time conventional economics really limits our thinking when it comes to what we 
need, what our needs are, and how to meet them. We envision a much broader 
economy, one in which we determine how things should be by participating in it. 

Elena Novillo: We have this slogan: “If you don’t do economics, it will be done 
for you.” We want people to understand how the economic system works, 
so we can imagine other economies and think about them collectively. With 
respect to needs, going from Maslow’s hierarchy to the postulates of Max-
Neef, we have various needs that are equally important, everywhere and at 
different times, and they go well beyond material needs. What’s important 
is how we satisfy them. The economy is how we satisfy those needs. 

We often hear about transformative economics being divided into social and 
solidarity economics, eco-feminist economics, and ecological economics. 
Are they distinct models, or are they proposing the same interventions?

Patricia Solaun: I would say that social and solidarity economics has learned 
a lot from feminist economics and ecological economics and from other 
transformative economics that have a strong research base, although feminist 
economics is also practical. But when it’s time to specify how to start a business, 
for example, from the point of view of feminist economics, social and solidarity 
economics offers a space to do it — To carry out feminist practices, to say how we 
understand an organization to be feminist, according to what feminist economics 
proposes. As organizations in REAS we try to be feminist organizations, and we 
work on that together. It’s a space for putting into practice the ideas of feminist 
and ecological economics. It’s like a laboratory for feminist businesses.

Elena Novillo: You’ve described it perfectly. There’s an umbrella of transformative 
economics, under which there are different economic currents. Some are more 
practical, others more theoretical. Some borrow from others and are interrelated. 
There are community-based economics, economics for the common good, social 
and solidarity economics, the commons. There are a ton of different names that 
highlight aspects of the economy that they want to change in some way. Feminist 
economics makes reference to the dependence on caregivers and the invisible part 
of the economy that women carry out. Ecological economics emphasizes material 
limits, the economy within the context of the environment, not the other way around. 
Social economics influences legislation in our country and surrounding countries. It 
has to do with how people are organized, how organizations function, this more social 
emphasis within companies. Each of these currents creates a stream of knowledge 
and practices which social and solidarity economics tries to collect and ground in 
practice, within organizations and between people. Let’s not forget that social and 
solidarity economics calls us to consider the entire value chain, even consumption. 
From extraction to production, distribution, funding, and consumption. So this whole 
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variety of economies come together to represent an alternative economic model.

Do you keep in mind differences of age, gender, class, and ethnicity 
when it’s time to plan social and solidarity economic proposals?

Patricia Solaun: As a matter of fact, in Euskadi we’re trying to implement that 
consideration right now. It’s something that REAS is already thinking about. Right now 
it’s about trying to ensure that bias doesn’t happen, because that middle-class social 
bias is evident. We can’t say it any other way. In the case of Euskadi, the Ekonoplo 
project we mentioned earlier is actually located in San Francisco, an impoverished 
neighborhood of Bilbao where there has been a lot of migration. We’re working with an 
entrepreneurial project based in social and solidarity economics, a migrant association 
that backs entrepreneurial projects as a way to equalize opportunities for migrants and 
also empower them and integrate them into society. At Economistas we try to provide 
additional support because we already work with this organization and are located in 
the same space. We want these ventures by migrant people to be aware that they can 
be part of a social and solidarity economy, since they’re already basing their ventures 
on the REAS principles that Elena mentioned earlier. On one hand, we want to help 
these people become aware that their ventures are and can be part of a solidarity 
economy, and on the other, in REAS Euskadi we should be aware of and open to these 
types of ventures. So we’re figuring out how to do this work, but we are doing it. 

Elena Novillo: The process in Madrid is very similar. In fact one of our first 
entrepreneurial  projects assisted Dominican women working as hairdressers in the 
Tetuán neighborhood. It was one of the first collective projects that Economistas took 
part in, and our small business incubator was born out of it. The accompaniment 
of collective entrepreneurship projects initiated by migrants has continued from 
there. In our training, activities, and projects we’re very accustomed to having a mix 
of cultures. That has definitely characterized us. One of our challenges has always 
been trying to bring these people into social and solidarity economics because social 
solidarity economics is a global movement, but it doesn’t mean the same thing in 
every country. People arrive with particular notions in mind. Our challenge is also 
to bring social and solidarity economics to these people and bring these people to 
social solidarity economics — to get rid of taboos, but also so that they mix together 
in a certain sense. And I do think we’ve had some mixing of ideas. We feel good 
about it in that sense. And then we’ve also mentioned platforms that have a broader 
focus, the Platform for Fiscal Justice, REAS, the NGO Coordinator. But another 
important task for our organization is working with local boards, regional spaces in 
different neighborhoods of Madrid or different villages. We work with all kinds of 
associations and organizations, many of the migrant organizations, depending on the 
neighborhood. For example we’re very present in community discussions in Tetuán, 
which is something we could spend some time with because it is a super interesting 
process of community development. And organizations made up of people who are 
migrants participate too. I mean, not organizations dedicated to helping migrants 
but rather people who are migrants themselves and have their own spaces.

What proposals does Economistas sin Fronteras have to 
ensure that the public policy ecosystem responds to criteria of 
responsibility for sustainability and eco-social justice?

Elena Novillo: We haven’t mentioned it yet, but we want them to be consistent. 
Public policy that’s consistent with our understanding of development. We’re very 
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critical of this type of economy that grows infinitely and that is, of course, measured 
through Gross Domestic Product, which is apparently the only way to measure the 
wealth of a given territory. So we promote other ways of measuring wealth. In fact 
we’re working on a really impressive project with the NGO Coordinator, which is 
the creation of an Index of Policy Consistency. What it does is measure different 
countries with respect to how consistent they are with their focus on human rights. 

On your website this year you published a downloadable report titled 
“Diagnostic Research on the State of Economics Teaching.” The results of 
this study reveal a lack of heterodox approaches to teaching economics 
in university curricula. Can you discuss the results of this report?

Elena Novillo: Well, I think it’s going to get even worse. More and more 
courses on heterodox economics are disappearing, or rather —

Patricia Solaun: Yes, the Bologna Process resulted in cuts to a proposal that offered 
somewhat heterodox alternatives. They weren’t showing up so much in core curricula, 
but they were available as optional courses, at least. With the Bologna Process those 
have been taken out too. So now heterodox economics are considered more of an 
optional subject or a complementary course, but they’re given a lot less attention, 
which also then invalidates them as proposals for change. Why is this happening? 
Well, because ultimately universities are centers of power as well. Controlling 
knowledge is a major form of power, and ultimately what’s happening is that 
sources of economic power are intervening in universities and making research work 
precarious, which makes it harder to take a critical perspective. When an alternative 
is proposed — for example, the Circular Economy — the idea gets appropriated 
by existing centers of power and stripped of its transformative content. And so 
this is what we’re seeing. For example, right now in Euskadi it’s like “The Circular 
Strategy in Basque Country…” Well the Circular Strategy as it’s being proposed still 
has a growth paradigm behind it, which undermines the original proposal. So this 
proposal appears to be environmentally sustainable suddenly, but it’s not, and to 
make things worse it has an outward image of being sustainable. That’s almost 
more dangerous than saying I’m not going to do anything. A report we did with a 
group of professors at the Public University of the Basque Country talks about the 
commercialization of the university-business and why that keeps happening.

Elena Novillo: I mean, to look for that alternative knowledge you have to go outside of 
formal education. And I think one of our jobs is to condemn that and continue making 
an impact through different platforms, so that doing that becomes less necessary. 

Those of us who have studied economics from heterodox approaches 
understand that the current social models operate under a totalizing and 
inadequate capitalistic economic logic that guarantees neither the biophysical 
sustainability of the planet nor social justice for the lives of various species, 
human and non-human. Keeping in mind the backdrop of crisis and collapse 
that we are experiencing, what is the responsibility of teachers and students 
of economics, as well as economics experts, with relation to that situation? Are 
you invited to universities or to high schools to explain and educate about the 
possibility of expanding the field of economics with heterodox proposals?

Elena Novillo: Teachers invite us a lot, all levels of education, from secondary 
schools to universities. There are a lot of educators that contact us directly, that 
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follow us, that are part of many of our spaces. But especially in the realm of 
public education, the job insecurity for faculty is pretty high. So that function of 
criticism or incorporating different economics into the official curriculum requires 
support from organized citizens through other platforms, because individual 
professors are pretty tied up. And like Patri said, universities are spaces of power 
that, if we’re not careful, will be funded more and more by private multinational 
companies, and they’ll end up being playgrounds for ultraneoliberal economics. 

Patricia Solaun: And then there is the neoclassical model which is taught as part of 
an economics degree. The problem is that university professors present this model 
as the entirety of economics, and I say this as a professor of economics. There are 
a lot of students who later become professors and might not even know that this 
is just one part of economics — There are some professors who don’t participate 
because of job insecurity, or because they don’t want to take transformative 
action, or because they can’t — but for some it’s just not knowing. They don’t see 
any alternatives because they think they have the full picture, but they don’t. 

Elena Novillo: They don’t even study classical economic theories. There are various 
different schools. They don’t study those either, and we’re not even talking about 
transformative economics. They don’t talk about what a keynesian focus is, what 
a classical focus is, what a neoclassical focus is. They just offer some content 
passed off as an exact science and say that’s what happens on a societal level. 
Social science goes the other way, it’s not mathematics. So what’s happening 
is that economists, from the most professional spaces, are not capable of 
confronting or predicting these crises. And they can’t propose solutions for what’s 
happening on a societal level. Because that type of economics doesn’t work.

Patricia Solaun: It doesn’t work. We’ve seen it with expert panels that made 
predictions that were contradicted in practice. And yet their expertise continues 
to be validated. We also want to focus on that. Let’s not give power to these 
supposed economics experts because they aren’t experts in economics, 
they’re experts in economic modeling, mathematics, a specific theory that is 
inadequate. That expertise isn’t valid, so let’s not use it as a reference, right?

Thinking about how this lack of heterodox approaches to 
economics is a pressing matter for our society, what are some of 
your training activities in formal and informal settings?

Patricia Solaun: We have training workshops in formal education settings, and those 
come mostly from educators that know us well, or through other people, or through 
offers to contact us that we send out. They see that what we’re doing is interesting, 
and they open their classrooms up to us. Unfortunately it isn’t usually a call from 
the institution. It’s individual professors that offer their classrooms to us, so we can 
talk about having a critical perspective. That’s one side of it. Then we try, as much 
as possible, to keep the discussion going. So sometimes we propose a challenge: 
Instead of just giving a talk, we’ll also propose an activity that the students work 
on throughout their class and then give a final presentation, for example. That’s to 
maintain a sort of continuity. We also lead activities that connect students with social 
solidarity economics and with people who have ventures in a related field. We try 
to find creative activities that bring different things together. We also consider what 
they are studying, what year they’re in, and what possibilities we have of saying 
“Hey, you’re all studying marketing, so why don’t we come up with a marketing or 
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communications plan for this person who is starting a business?” That would be one 
of the activities that we call a “bridge” because it shows how things work in practice. 

Elena Novillo: Yes, like service-learning. To add to what Patri said, we also create 
materials that serve the faculty, so they can bring this to the classroom. We do this 
in a lot of ways: manuals, group activities, audiovisual materials, games, computer 
applications. Not too long ago we created a femenist economics app, which is really 
cool. You learn about feminist economics by filling out a form. We’re able to go 
beyond just lecturing by using some other tools. At the university level, in addition 
to discussions, class participation, and collaborating with different departments to 
incorporate alternative economics into their classes, we had — until two years before 
the pandemic began — a postgraduate course that we taught with the Network of 
Alternative Economics and Solidarity in Management of Social Economic Businesses. 
I think that’s an important milestone for us because now it’s part of the curriculum 
offered at Complutense University, and we can’t overlook that. As economists, or 
heterodox economists, we shouldn’t just be involved in formal education. We have to 
also be in informal spaces, neighborhood associations, etc. We have to be everywhere.

Are there mechanisms or certifications that guarantee that a platform, a process, 
or a product complies with the premises of social solidarity economics?

Elena Novillo: We’d say that we have a legal distinction at the state level that is not 
enough, which is: if you have a certain legal status, you are part of a more conventional 
social economy, which includes cooperatives, associations, and foundations. Of course, 
this presents a series of serious problems, because we’re seeing that the foundations 
of private multinational corporations can, according to these laws, be part of the social 
economy. So, at the level of environmental and social impact multiple certifications 
exist, which leads to the problems of who has access to these certifications, which 
organizations have the management and economic resources to access these 
certifications. We’ve seen that this often wasn’t going to help us at all. Here I’d like to 
connect this with the goal of social transformation, which all initiatives dedicated to 
social solidarity economics have. For me, that’s key. Being part of or having created 
an organization that not only is doing this in practice, but also has this purpose of 
social transformation. For me, that’s what separates some initiatives from others. 
And so, how do you accredit that? Well, you do it by participating in other spaces. 
Participating in platforms, in networks, and in movements, that are dedicated to social 
transformation. And within the Network of Solidarity-based Alternative Economics, 
there is a certification process that we talked about earlier, the social auditing process, 
which tends to be an outside participatory certification. Which I think would be 
interesting because right now we have a certification, from an internal auditing process 
certified by the network, but it would be good to have a certification like Master 60, 
from different representatives involved in the initiatives. There are other certifications as 
well that are pretty relevant. For example, the triple balance certification which comes 
from an organization called SANNAS, which deals with this triple balance — economic, 
social, and environmental — which the organizations with this certification have to 
comply with. There is another type of certification, the B Corp certification, which is 
an international certification that I think gets more into another level of complexity 
to get a certain certification. That is, there is also a question of scale. I think that the 
bigger we get and the further we get from our territory, this certification maybe has 
less value to me — that’s more of my personal opinion — we say that we have to have 
a very good internal organization so that organizations grow with these principles. 
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Patricia Solaun: Like Elena said, it lies in the drive for social transformation. 
If that doesn’t exist, if that drive doesn’t appear in any part of the 
proposal, well then we start thinking it’s a different type of…

Elena Novillo: — It’s window-dressing —

Patricia Solaun: . . .It’s, of course, a different goal. Often when we talk about 
certifications, sustainable labels, actually now there are sustainable labels with ODS 
certification, for example. The ODS certification doesn’t force any legal obligation to 
get the label. Under that umbrella, suddenly it’s a label that complies with Agenda 
2030 while requiring much less than a normal sustainable label, which isn’t super 
transformative either. There are two key points here. I think we can start by looking for 
more information, because the key is looking for information. It’s about who’s proposing 
the certification, if there is a big corporation or powerful organization behind it. If that’s 
the case, we’re not going to trust it, because obviously they want to maintain their 
power. They want to maximize their economic benefit at the cost of people and the 
planet. They might take actions that have occasional positive impacts but those don’t 
reflect the overall activity of the company. This connects to the concept of corporate 
social responsibility that we advocate for, that if it isn’t in everything it doesn’t mean 
anything. If it’s a separate department, it’s useless. If you do something occasionally, 
it’s like saying “I’m going to buy some tomatoes at the co-op by my house today.” Is 
that a transformative action? It’s not if you only do it once. It doesn’t mean anything. 
So, those certifications may offer a specific label, on one hand. But on the other hand, 
your activity may be investing in speculative funds, even though you have a sustainable 
label to capture a more sensitive clientele. Your financing and income might come 
from an unknown source. So we can’t trust that right? It’s about who’s proposing it. 

On the Economistas sin Fronteras website, we can find a wealth 
of studies, formal and informal classroom materials, quarterly 
information bulletins, etc. Can you explain these materials?

Elena Novillo: Most of our materials are available on our web page, which 
is a little chaotic, but if there’s a problem we can be reached by phone. We 
have mostly materials, studies, tools to bring these economic concepts into 
the classroom. But we also have a really powerful tool, the quarterly reports. 
Those aren’t so much a teaching tool. They’re somewhere between outreach 
and research. They’re publications that we release quarterly that deal with 
topics related to society, culture, and economics, and that tackle and delve into 
each one of these themes. Not too long ago we had one that talked about the 
digitalization of the economy. Our most recent one is about the pandemic…

Patricia Solaun: — and EU funds —

Elena Novillo: EU funds. And in fact pretty soon we’re releasing one about 
economics education in high school and FP (vocational training). Experts in their 
fields write about the theme and submit their writing on a volunteer basis. 

How can we collaborate with Economistas sin Fronteras 
in its various spaces for participation?

Patricia Solaun: Everyone is welcome to get in contact with us through our 
website. And then there’s an editing committee for the reports that decides on 
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the topics and when one topic or another is going to show up. Anyone who wants 
to offer their research can do so by email and we can talk there, in that space.

Elena Novillo: I think what you’ve just mentioned is important, about different spaces 
for participation in Economistas. We have various activities that we all participate 
in at Economistas. They are for more than just the workers, and they have different 
formats. One example is the film series that we organize every year, both in Madrid 
and Euskadi, which is entirely organized by volunteers who participate in Economistas 
as their space for participation. We have another way to participate, which is doing 
interviews with relevant people and projects in the field of transformative economics. 
All of these interviews are posted on a blog called La Sartén por el Mango. We also 
have our own radio program. Right now we’re doing a podcast on a radio station 
here in Madrid. We’ve written for and collaborated with all different media. We have 
a blog on El Salto and another blog on El Diario Punto Es. We lay out all these things 
that we’ve been talking about in various alternative media outlets. And the whole 
Economistas community, everyone at Economistas, is involved in this. Another space 
is the reports. And right now in Euskadi I think there is also a book review project. . .

Patricia Solaun: . . .That’s actually an interesting project because it came from a 
volunteer’s proposal. A volunteer was reading a lot of books because they were 
working on their doctorate, and they said “I’m reading a ton of crucial books about 
economics, and I’d like to submit something about it to the Economistas website.” 
And we were like, “of course.” But then we thought, we could do a blog where 
every month we add a book review and recommend reading material. That was a 
project that was pretty easy to put in place. The volunteers are the ones who keep 
it going, so really anyone can be a part of it. In fact we say that in the blog, that 
you can contact us to say, “I’ve read this book and I’m going to write a review. Will 
you publish it?” And we provide a format for the review so that it’s organized, but 
that’s also a way to participate. In the same vein, we have a project called “Women 
Reimagining Economics,” which is also run by a group of volunteers. Here we also read 
publications, but in this case writing by female academics critical of the economic 
model. It’s similar, but instead of a review we do a profile of the author because we 
want to make the author visible, that is, the woman herself. And we focus on her 
ideas and her criticism, but also on her, too. These projects are open to everyone, 
all the time. We try to build spaces of participation in which different groups can 
find their own place. With the reports, we work a lot with university faculty, so often 
the topic is chosen and then we see which professors can help. But it can be the 
other way around, that the professor is the person who contacts us with a topic. 

Is this a political project? If so, what kind of politics are we talking about?

Elena Novillo: Without a doubt, it’s a political project because we’re talking about 
transforming society. And transforming society is also done through politics. We’re 
talking about a form of politics that, instead of being dominated by the economy, puts 
limits on this powerful, commercialized economy. I think we’re talking about that type 
of politics, one that would put limits on the current conventional economic system. 

Patricia Solaun: We often talk about putting the economy to the service of 
people, rather than people to the service of the economy, and that would 
be our politics. Economic policies that promote that, and policies that limit 
the economy to what it should be, which again is a guarantee to meet the 
needs of all people. It’s also about understanding from a social viewpoint 
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who we all are, and what needs we have. And again, participation. It’s a type 
of politics that really doesn’t make sense without citizen participation.

Elena Novillo: Yes, an inclusive politics that alleviates inequalities.

Did 15M have an impact on Economistas sin Fronteras?

Elena Novillo: For me, my generation was a part of it, of course. I joined Economistas 
a year before the movement exploded. When it comes to levels of awareness and 
reimagining the economic system, 15M was explosive, it was a bomb. Lots of people 
in different places, questioning how the economy was operating, how politics was 
operating, how society was operating. Rethinking it, participating in reflection, 
organizing. It was truly transformative at the personal level and transformative for 
organizations that were taking part. Organizations either tied themselves to it or 
they didn’t. For organizations like ours it was a breath of fresh air, because what we 
were trying to do was actually happening. Things definitely changed. In fact, a ton 
of groups and movements emerged around economic subjects like the Citizen Debt 
Auditing Platform which still exists today, the Madrid Network of Solidarity-Based 
Alternative Economics, which has grown and consolidated. In fact, Social Market status 
appeared as a separate legal status. And we started finding and recognizing a lot 
more economics groups. And like Patri said, sharing and growing in our approaches, 
learning from each other. At this point we’ve learned a lot from 15M, but the new 
generations barely know what 15M is. It’s cyclical, and I think now we need another 
movement to test us and inspire us again, to work together for that transformation. 
Climate movements, headed by young people, could be one way. The feminist 
movement today is also leading that transformation. I think we need another explosion. 

At Economistas sin Fronteras what is your assessment 
of the challenges that lie ahead for society?

Patricia Solaun: There’s widespread discontent, and the danger is that people 
could end up only looking out for themselves. Because insecurity is coming at us 
at such high levels and at such a high speed that we can’t know what will happen. 
There’s uncertainty, especially when we talk about employment for young people. 
It’s something that the young people who do internships with us tell us. They’re 
a generation with very little hope for the future. It’s kind of like “What’s going to 
happen to me?” all the time. There’s a fear that we hope doesn’t become paralyzing 
or isolating. We hope we can turn that fear into something that, like Elena said, 
challenges us to act collectively because that’s the only way. It’s maybe a little arrogant 
to say this, but we know this is the only way. It’s not that we believe it. We know 
it. It’s the only way to make change, to make sure that we are all listened to, that 
we all feel well, that we are happy. We either work together, or it’s not possible. 

At the Constellation of the Commons, we’re working to produce a collective, action-
oriented imaginary that encourages citizen participation in the coming eco-social, 
polyethical, and economic transformations. Can you name some milestones of 
Economistas sin Fronteras that contribute to the structural change underway?

Elena Novillo: I think in organizations like ours, which are seeking cultural change, 
sometimes that work isn’t as tangible. I can say I’ve noticed that most of the 
advocacy groups that I attend now incorporate environmental social impact or 
have a practice of internal reflection. I see that change. It’s starting to permeate 
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certain laws, laws regarding equality, sustainability. Now we have a secretary 
for the 2030 Agenda, which is basically a governmental department. 

Patricia Solaun: I also think that the hard part will be that we are pushing something 
forward in the social sphere now, which we’ll later see reflected in our institutions, 
but even after that we have to stay vigilant. It’s similar to the approach we have for 
human rights. Institutionally you can have a declaration of human rights, but then civil 
society and social movements have to ensure that those changes we’ve promoted are 
maintained or get better over time. Mainly we have an oversight role for those changes. 

What assessment does Economistas sin Fronteras have of the 2030 Agenda?

Elena Novillo: What the 2030 Agenda does is promote a series of goals for sustainable 
development at an international level, to deal with the primary challenges that 
the United Nations stipulates as challenges to making society more just, equitable, 
sustainable. The process by which the 2030 Agenda was developed has been a 
much more participatory process, involving organizations, social movements, and 
different educational centers. We’d say it’s been written with a greater consensus 
from society. And it’s more ambitious. It discusses sustainability, the eradication of 
poverty, access to clean water, access to infrastructure, and decent employment. 
What’s interesting is that the 2030 Agenda also mentions growth as an objective. 
So social movements and organizations like ours have to ask ourselves, “What is that 
growth, and what type of growth is not going to favor sustainable development?” 
Infinite productivity-focused growth is never going to be sustainable. I think that 
Ecologistas en Acción does the most work on this, but they’re not the only ones. 
We of course support the development of clean renewable energy. But we have 
to consider that we can’t grow any more. We have to rethink how we satisfy 
our needs and recognize that this rate of growth will never be sustainable. 

Patricia Solaun: For us the 2030 Agenda appears to have good and bad parts. 
We’ve also positioned ourselves to read the Agenda critically. The part that we 
find really positive is that it offers, once again, a space for participation, a meeting 
place, with many participants. It creates a common language, in which you can 
knock on the door of a company to discuss the 2030 Agenda and give your view. 
So it makes it easier to have those meeting places and to have dialogue. That’s a 
positive point. There’s also criticism, aimed at that aspect of economic growth. 

How do you maintain your enthusiasm and energy in the midst 
of environmental collapse, crisis in the dominant civilizational 
model, and a general state of political indifference?

Patricia Solaun: For me it’s seeing that change is necessary. It’s that necessity and 
urgency for change that fuels my motivation to continue what we’re doing. It’s seeing, 
unfortunately, how our work has become increasingly necessary over time. Another 
source of encouragement and motivation is when the volunteers come and thank 
us. Or when we give a talk, and after the talk a professor or student tells you, “That 
was interesting. I’m going to read up on it.” All of that keeps us where we are. 

Elena Novillo: It’s really gratifying, broadly speaking, to do what we do. Because 
of what Patri said, because of the people who surround us, because of the 
people we know through our work, and because we can share the enthusiasm 
for our goal of social transformation with a lot of people. Being able to do 



#159/Economistas sin Fronteras (EsF)
Constellation 

of the commons

that through our work is fantastic — being able to distance ourselves from 
that feeling of being alone that we started out with. For example, when I was 
studying for my degree I thought, “This doesn’t suit me, and I want to meet 
other people who maybe feel the same way.” I think it’s a lot easier to do that 
through organizations like ours. And we have a good time with it too. 
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Who are you, what is your profession, and what is your relationship 
with the Fundación Hogar del Empleado (Fuhem)?

I’m Santiago Álvarez, director of the ecosocial area of the Fundación Hogar 
de Empleado, which we normally know as Fuhem. I’m an economist, 
but I don’t work in economic management. Instead, I do research work 
in the social sciences. So, I’m an economist by training. I also have 
a doctorate in economics, in the field of international development 
economics, and since then, my professional career has been between 
university teaching and research in institutions like the Fundación.

The Fundación Hogar de Empleado started in Spain in 1940. Can 
you tell us about its history and evolution from its conception 
up to now as an independent nonprofit foundation?

Like all long-running institutions, ours has its history. It initially started as 
a charitable organization, under the protection of the Marians. That is, it 
emerged in the heart of National Catholicism, which was at the service 
of the dictatorship. Through the development of the people who formed 
that very first association, or congregation, it ended up, at that time, 
becoming a space for social welfare mainly oriented towards the liberal 
professions, not the working class. By then, religious groups that ministered 
to the working class were also emerging, such as the HOAC (Hermandad 
Obrera de Acción Católica), the JOC (Juventud Obrera Cristiana), and 
other eclessiastic groups. Fuhem was concerned with white-collar workers, 
office workers, in particular, those in banking. So this whole story came 
from ministering to workers in the banking sector — staff, custodians, 
office workers — who came to Madrid, mainly from elsewhere, with the 
intention of finding a professional outcome there, in this sector, and who 
found themselves in a residence run by the Jesuits. That’s how it began.

Let’s say this was the seed, although it has nothing to do with the 
current state of the Fundación. It continued evolving. Finally, it became 
a space where they began to answer not only to the demands of 
preaching but also to social needs. This was in the context of a Spain 
full of shortages everywhere, where there were no social policies or 
any kind of help from the welfare state. They focused their attention 
on providing housing, which is where the name “employee’s home” 
comes from. It’s not called the “Foundation for the Workers’ Ministry” 
but rather the “Home of the Employee” (Hogar del Empleado). For 
those who aspired, let’s say, to join the middle class, they were 
offered a home. Not social housing, because there was no social 
housing policy, but housing in decent conditions for people coming 
from the outskirts, from other regions. And as they discovered this 
need, they also realized that the neighborhoods in the heart of this 
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area needed to be provided with other services. People came and moved into 
a newly created neighborhood on the outskirts. But there were no convenience 
stores, no schools, no clinics. So, initially they started offering complimentary 
services in the new neighborhoods that were created by the Fundación itself.

Well, over time, all this transformed into a movement that learned from its 
experience and differentiated itself from its initial purposes, bringing in people 
with new opinions, living through the evolution of the country itself, to the 
point that it no longer had anything to do with its origins. It has become a 
foundation that mainly focuses on the educational field but that always has 
space for research on social changes and the social reality of the country. So, 
it has this two-pronged approach that has been developed over time.

Entering into the ‘80s, the Fundación had become an organization with virtually no 
obligation or connection to the Church. It depended solely on its board of trustees 
and its board of trustees was made up of individuals with hardly any connections 
to other institutions. They developed an educational practice that was basically a 
subsidized school, through agreements with public administrations, at a time when 
the country was starting to support public education. And later, beginning in the 
‘80s, the Fundación promoted something that was groundbreaking in Spain, which 
was to carry out research for peace. Alongside educational work, there was a space 
for researching peace at a time in the ‘80s when we were between the missile 
crisis and the debate over NATO membership, that is, first joining NATO and then 
the referendum on joining, and the militarist and pacifist movements that began 
in this country. And the Fundación supported a research center; nothing like it had 
existed in Spain regarding questions of peace and the development of justice, 
militarism, etc. And from there, over time, the Fundación has made it into a new 
century. It’s been built around these two areas: direct educational action through 
schools and an area of reflection, of planning, of public debate on current issues. 

In what areas is Fuhem active?

The Fundación is a national foundation, in that, for example, our activity in the 
ecosocial area isn’t limited to Madrid and, therefore, it has a broader scope. We 
continue developing activities and addressing issues that go beyond the scope of 
Madrid. But the educational activity and schools are located solely in the Community 
of Madrid. There are three schools, two in the city, in the capital, and the other in 
another municipality near the city. They’re the only three schools that the Fundación 
currently has. It started in the Community of Madrid. Its development is mainly in the 
Community of Madrid. But its impact, especially in the area of reflection, is already 
part of a dialogue among Spanish-speakers, essentially. That’s our mission at least.

Where does the money come from to cover the costs of 
the activities and projects of the Fundación?

As a foundation, we have our own assets that mostly come from the real estate 
venture that we developed in the past. And with these assets we’re able to cover 
some of the normal operating costs of the Fundación, to which we can add 
unexpected or additional income that may come from the creation of projects. The 
educational area, however, is self-supporting through agreements and voluntary 
fees that families can contribute in order to support the project’s innovation. 
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How are management and decision-making structured within the Fundación?

Let’s see, the Fundación has a legal form that clearly shows that it’s a non-
profit with a social purpose. However, it doesn’t have a democratic structure. By 
definition, the very structure of a foundation is not democratic. Why? Because all 
the power is concentrated in a single body, which is the board of trustees. The 
board of trustees, and its members, form a political body with the capacity to 
decide the important questions of the Fundación. And then there are executive 
structures that carry out and develop the outlines and proposals that come 
from the board of trustees. So, we experience a tension internally, because we 
support social participation, democracy, in all areas, not just in political areas, but 
also in business areas, within organizations, workplaces, etc. So, working with 
this legal form that doesn’t allow democracy, but with a mission of wanting to 
guarantee maximum participation and involving everyone, often leaves us feeling 
like we’re consulted but, in the end, not completely listened to. Because, we 
don’t have any other option. It’s the structure we have to work with. And that’s 
a little bit of the internal experience in terms of that tension we feel every day.

Who are the members of the Fundación Fuhem?

They’re natural persons. And for a long time now, that is, since the moment we broke 
away, we’ve evolved towards what the Fundación is today and we’ve understood 
it as we understand it now. It was very clear that the complete independence of 
the Fundación had to be preserved. We couldn’t rely on any business group, any 
political party, or any religious denomination. Therefore, the board of trustees is 
made up of natural persons. And these natural persons don’t come “in the name 
of.” They come in a personal capacity because they consider the project worthwhile 
and they dedicate themselves in a personal capacity to the project. And we never 
hide the values of the Fundación. We make them public through our documents, 
through our practice, and through our statements. But complete independence 
has to be guaranteed. We’re not a foundation of a political organization, nor of any 
religious denomination, and much less of powerful business or economic groups.

Is Fuhem part of the Red de Redes de Economía Alternativa y Solidaria (REAS)?

The setup of foundations, as we talked about earlier, makes it difficult to join 
with full rights into the sphere of the social and solidarity economy. They’re non-
profit organizations, and in that sense, they correspond perfectly to what is, 
let’s say, one of the features of the social and solidarity economy. But they have 
certain problems with regards to their organizational structure and the degree of 
participation and democracy within the foundations themselves. Our mission is to 
actively participate and get involved as much as possible, as far as we’re allowed. 
And I say as far as we’re allowed because foundations depend on the protectorate 
of foundations, which sets the limits we have to work within. And well, you can 
say, “no, I want to go further as a foundation.” And they’ll say, “No, you can only 
go up to here.” And that’ll be the case until the legal structure gets changed. 
So, what I’m getting at is that we feel very comfortable within the sphere of the 
social and solidarity economy and all the organizations that represent it, such 
as REAS or the social market, which is what REAS represents in the Community 
of Madrid. We’re part of that space and we feel like part of that space.
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How does an economist become director of the Fundación Fuhem?

It was a foundation that I already knew about, mainly because in the field of 
economics it had promoted the whole area of critical economics in Spain. Why 
had it promoted this whole area of critical economics? Well, because some of its 
trustees, one trustee in particular, who would go on to be president of the foundation 
for many years, was a public university professor at the Complutense University. 
He moved in heterodox circles. At the university itself, along with other heterodox 
thinkers, they tried to promote this area and found initial support to promote it at 
the Fundación. Therefore, the Fundación has also been a pioneer in the promotion 
of critical economics, of heterodox economics in Spain. And as I said before, I didn’t 
know them as much for the CIP (Centro de Investigaciones para la Paz; “Peace 
Research Center”) or their journal Papeles, which was already operating by the 
time I was a student, but rather because I was interested in a collection of critical 
economics they had released at that time. And when I was a student, it went over 
like a lead balloon to say, well, what if there’s another way to approach economics 
and to deal with the issues and problems that are dealt with, or should be dealt 
with, in an economics department. That’s how I got to know them. So, when I 
went to do my doctorate I was very interested in doing my doctoral thesis in the 
department where some of those who moved in the heterodox circles were. And I 
had the good fortune to meet that trustee of the foundation, who ended up being 
my thesis advisor. And through life’s ups and downs and shared concerns, well, my 
interest grew over time because I went to teach at the University of Valladolid, but 
I ultimately ended up at the Fundación. Because I’d already gone a long way, in a 
similar direction and shared a lot in common with the activities that the Fundación 
was working on. And this economic path, let’s say, was already present at Fuhem.

This is a foundation that, facing the ecosocial crisis, promotes reflection and 
education in three areas: ecosocial justice, quality of democracy, and environmental 
sustainability. Can you explain how you arrived at this classification?

We decided on these three areas in 2006, which is when I joined. I formally joined 
in 2007 as director of the area, but I joined in the summer of 2006, together with 
other colleagues, to contemplate how we could approach this area of reflection 
and debate within the Fundación, knowing that we came from the CIP, the Peace 
Research Center, where elements of ecology and quality of democracy were being 
incorporated. They weren’t explicitly stated, but they were always present in the 
approach of the Research and Education for Peace Centers. And what we proposed 
then was to stop and see where things were going then, in the year 2006. And in 
2006, the reality was marked by the ecosocial crisis, understood as a systemic crisis. 
And from there we decided that this had to be reformulated and we reformulated 
it initially as an ecosocial CIP and we included the word “ecosocial.” Later, we gave it 
its own area, not as a satellite organization, but as something that could permeate 
the very identity of the Fundación. And then we said, well, how do we specify this 
ecosocial aspect? And we said that we had to create three frames of reference so 
that we didn’t frame the entire discourse in terms of sustainability, which would deny 
the repercussions and consequences on social cohesion or on quality of democracy. 
These other frameworks could raise issues that, if we focused just on sustainability, 
might get overlooked. Because the question is, facing the ecosocial crisis, how do we 
make it out of this? We can make it out, but with extreme damage to our democracies. 
That is, we can do it with top-down austerity programs that completely sweep 
away processes of democratic participation and respect for human rights. The same 
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goes for social cohesion. We’ve already seen it in recent years, after having made 
that reflection, with the yellow vest movement, for example. We might say, “ok, let’s 
increase taxes on diesel.” Fine, that’s fantastic from a sustainability point of view. But 
who does that affect most? How do we interpret this imposition, which in principle is 
good for the environment, but which falls particularly hard on overwhelmed working-
class sections of society that have no alternative to the increase in transport prices, 
which they’re going to experience as a result of the increase in the tax rate of diesel. 
So, social cohesion, quality of democracy, and sustainability. If they don’t go hand in 
hand, we might make a huge mistake when dealing with any of these issues. And 
that was the sentiment that was underlying the reflection we made at that time. 

In 2015, Fuhem reconfigured itself in a process of debate, dialogue, 
and participation, both at the global level and in its areas of work: 
education and its field of reflection and debate on the ecosocial crisis. 
Why did this reformulation occur and what produced it?

In 2015, the overarching project of the Fundación was formulated for the first time. 
It consisted of re-establishing the identity of the Fundación without losing all of its 
heritage and DNA. But adapting and updating it to the current times. And looking 
at the experience we had gained in recent years. And that experience showed us 
that we had to reformulate the identity of the Fundación in ecosocial terms, as an 
organization concerned with justice and social cohesion, sustainability and the quality 
of democracy, in the face of the risks and threats that we see continuously, that we 
live and suffer through, and that we had to do this through educational action and 
through ecosocial action within this field of reflection and debate and research on 
ecosocial issues. This has never before been formulated in this way at the Fundación, 
to the extent that it could permeate the statutes and the whole image, or brand, of 
the institution. It was the moment when we debated this internally and internalized 
it as an institution. Not without tensions and issues, since each of us interpreted it in 
different ways. And this interplay of interpretations can then become both a source of 
tension as well as an enriching conflict, to the extent that we can reveal different ways 
of interpreting the same thing. This could lead us to new agreements or combinations 
of ideas that we hadn’t initially considered and that were much more interesting 
that the initial formulations. That’s what the reformulation of 2015 was about. 

Fuhem works on different issues related to the current ecosocial crisis 
through two mechanisms, or channels: (1) educational activity developed 
in three schools in Madrid and (2) a project of reflection and debate on 
national and international scales. Thinking about this area of education, 
what type of education does Fuhem support and practice in its schools?

We support public education. The fact that we support it doesn’t mean that people 
still don’t tell us “yes, but you run subsidized schools.” And here it’s best to explain 
what our mission is in doing this direct educational task in a school. We do it with 
the mission of providing public education. And public education is an education 
that doesn’t discriminate. It’s an education that guarantees accessibility to people 
who want to study and develop their education in these schools. Therefore, there 
should be no economic barrier to entry. It has to be well financed, it has to be 
guaranteed with public funds. It has to be a secular education where all beliefs 
are respected without exclusion. As long as beliefs are respected, none should 
be imposed. It has to be a democratic education where the students and the 
teachers have a say. Ultimately, these are the features of public education. Another 
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thing is that public education, in our country, has basically been guaranteed by 
state education. Why? Because we come from a history where the monopoly of 
education in this country belonged to the Church, and the only way to guarantee 
the features of public education was through state-owned schools. And we should 
all know and be aware of this history of our country. But, does that mean that 
civil society or society as a whole can’t also be responsible for public education? 
Well, I think they can be. That is, the State must guarantee public education 
services, but it doesn’t necessarily have to be from a civil servant, a teacher who 
has passed a public examination. It can always involve society too, as long as 
no profit is being made. And we are, in principle, a non-profit organization with 
a public education project. But it isn’t state-owned. That’s what we support. 

You mentioned that Fuhem schools are subsidized schools. Can you 
explain what it means for a school to be a subsidized school? 

There are three types of schools. One is guaranteed by State ownership, public schools. 
And then, on the opposite end, there are private schools. That is, those in which the 
State only intervenes at the curricular level to ensure that an official education is being 
provided. But all the owners of the school have to pay for it, since they are strictly 
private. And then there are some schools that are subsidized with public funds, which 
here we call subsidized schools. So they’re financed with public funds, they do what 
state-owned schools do. But they aren’t state-owned, they’re privately owned, for 
example by a foundation, as in our case. Or in the hands of a religious congregation, as 
is the case of most religious schools. These schools do have to comply with regulations. 
They can’t say, “I’m going to ignore the educational laws and do whatever I want.” No. 
They have to follow the regulations, although they can develop their own school. And 
those would be the three forms that exist in Spain: private, subsidized, and public. 

Do the staff hired at Fuhem schools belong to the Spanish public sector?

No, they’re staff of the Fundación. They’re paid by the Community of Madrid. The 
Administration is decentralized in Spain, so education is completely overseen 
by the Autonomous Communities. So the Community of Madrid, which is where 
the schools are located, pays the teachers through the Fundación. We pay the 
teachers with funds that we receive as part of the agreement, but they aren’t public 
servants of the Community of Madrid. Rather, they’re staff of the Fundación.

Are Fuhem schools open to everyone?

Any child can join. What happens then? We’ve got to be very clear here. The funds 
that finance subsidized education in Spain cover 60% of the costs. If you calculate 
the total costs as we’ve calculated for our schools, what we receive for subsidized 
education is 60%. If we want to further develop Fuhem’s educational project, those 
funds aren’t enough to do it. So, we may charge voluntary fees from the families 
to carry out this educational project. So, is that a barrier to entry? No, because if a 
person can’t pay it, they aren’t required to pay. In fact, the schools themselves have 
articulated solidarity mechanisms. This means that the needs of all the families can 
be met with a fund. Those who can afford the necessary fees for the rest of the 
Fundación to move forward can compensate for those who, maybe because of a 
situation, are suddenly unable to pay the fees. Or because at that moment they 
have several children, rather than just one, in the schools. So, solidarity mechanisms 
are established internally to try to avoid leaving someone out. Later on, at some 
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point, someone may say that they still haven’t been able to get access due to their 
circumstances. But if cases are detected, there are internal solidarity mechanisms 
within the three schools. And there’s a voluntary and non-compulsory mechanism, 
without any kind of consequences for those families who can’t afford the fees. 

Taking into account gender, class, and ethnic variables, would you 
say that the three schools reflect a diversity of backgrounds?

We all know already that schools depend a lot on where they’re located. When the 
Fundación’s schools were built — there were once five, now we only have three — they 
were located in the neighborhoods that the Fundación itself helped develop. They were 
working-class neighborhoods with a lack of educational services. But what might have 
been a poor neighborhood 40 or 50 years ago, over time can become a privileged part 
of Madrid. So we have schools with very different social backgrounds. We still have a 
school with a very working-class social background, which includes all of the diversity 
of working-class neighborhoods. However, there’s another school in an area that over 
time has become, what we might call “middle class” — well-located and well-off. So, 
the students there may be children whose parents are in show business, politics, 
etc. It’s been a school through which a large chunk of what we might call “Madrid’s 
progressives” have passed. And there are other schools like that. Right now, there’s one 
in Rivas-Vaciamadrid, outside the city of Madrid, which reflects the social reality of what 
Rivas-Vaciamadrid has become. So, a decisive part of the diversity of a school is where 
it’s located. What happens is that state-owned public education supports schools 
throughout the city. However, the private and subsidized schools choose their locations, 
and, interestingly enough, they tend to be located in extremely homogeneous, 
upper middle class areas. And then, well, that’s the most decisive component. 

How different is studying in a Fuhem school compared to other 
public, private, and subsidized schools in Madrid?

I’m not sure if what’s being taught at the Fundación is radically different from public 
school education in its fundamental aspects. What we do have is the willingness 
to always innovate, and here the Fundación has a long history. It’s been a breeding 
ground for people who’ve been thinking about educational practice from the 
beginning, and a sizable portion of the educational laws have been inspired, and 
participated in, by people who are connected to the Fundación. And I’m talking 
about the education laws that can be called progressive, that is, the ones that meant 
substantial changes in the educational model that had been inherited in this country 
since the dictatorship. So, we have a uniqueness in relation to educational innovation, 
because it’s present in the very culture of the Fundación, in the educational field. 
We intend to be innovative in practice, but it’s also clear that this isn’t exclusive 
to the Fundación. There are other areas in public schools, as well as subsidized 
schools, where new methodologies and approaches are being innovated. Right now, 
however, we’re innovating with our concern for ecosocializing the curriculum. So, 
without departing from the curriculum and regulations established by the Ministry of 
Education, we’re trying to translate and reformulate components and approaches and 
issues that normally get left out and that we’ve incorporated through this process.

Does Fuhem make its own textbooks?

We don’t publish textbooks because, well let’s say that in the teaching model of 
this country, teaching has been based on textbooks. And that teaching model, 
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based on textbooks, isn’t our style. What we do is use tools and materials at the 
service of methodologies and a specific educational practice. What we do with 
these materials, or materials that also have their own methodology of being 
implemented, is combine different subjects in a given period, around an issue that’s 
associated with what’s being taught. But we combine disciplines, very different 
approaches in a very protected period of time through a certain sequence. In 
addition to a textbook, they’re materials that serve the practice of teaching.

Does Fuhem have a virtual bookstore?

There’s a virtual bookstore where you can buy all these materials, in addition to 
the rest of the publications that we release from the other area, the ecosocial area 
that I’m part of. These include journals, books — we offer a collection of books on 
heterodox economics, which we now call inclusive economics and used to call critical 
economics. And between both collections we offer another one on critical economics 
and social environmentalism, as well as the rest of the materials we’ve been publishing: 
reports on the world situation, the state of power. In short, these materials we’ve 
been publishing through our editorial work, well, they’re also in that bookstore. 

Fuhem has supported a project of social ecological cafeterias 
in its schools. Can you explain this choice?

School cafeterias were once an area that normally didn’t get much attention. It 
seemed that, despite the fact that they were inside schools, this wasn’t an educational 
area, or that education ended the moment the child left the classroom. Well, no. 
The school cafeteria is also an educational space. And since it’s an educational 
space, why don’t we start thinking about what the best diet is for a kid who’s been 
in a classroom for five hours? What diet is most appropriate for him, for his health, 
but also for the health of the planet? Why don’t we consider, when we’re thinking 
about it within the Fundación, that the current food model is largely responsible 
for the world we live in, right? This reflection on food and the parts of everyday life 
has convinced us to spread it to all areas in which we can be involved and have 
influence. And the cafeteria is one of them. That’s the project with the cafeterias. 

Is local consumption a part of these social ecological cafeterias?

Here we’ve had to look at the specific issues that each school has inherited. Because 
you have a contracted catering company. Then that catering company works with its 
own criteria. But if there comes a time when you have to renew it or you have to set 
the conditions of service you want to receive, then you get to negotiate. There have 
to be certain components, there has to be less meat or fish, there has to be a day off 
or whatever, depending on how the project is designed. It’s a project that also has 
to go beyond the cafeteria itself because it has to become something that reaches 
the families, so that the families consider what’s the most suitable diet for their 
children and what its contribution to the betterment of the planet is. The routes have 
to be short because it wouldn’t make any sense to think that a diet belonging to our 
cultural context, the Mediterranean diet, can be made by importing products from two 
thousand kilometers away. They have to be products from the area, local products.
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Could public schools adopt the ecosocial education 
model practiced in Fuhem schools?

Of course. Those of us at Fuhem don’t just want to develop it internally; 
we want to share it and do it alongside many more people. 

Why hasn’t an ecosocial model of education been adopted in public schools?

That’s a question that should probably be asked to public school staff. Why is it 
so difficult for staff to agree on a school project and to incorporate what others 
are doing? A school could do it perfectly well if it wanted to. What happens is 
that public schools are fundamentally harmed by temporary hiring. That is, public 
administrations are where there’s the most job insecurity, which is something that isn’t 
well known in this country. Public administrations are a focal point of job insecurity for 
people who don’t have access to their civil servant position yet and are temporarily 
employed, in permanent provisional employment for a long time. Then, of course, 
what happens in schools? Well, teachers move around a lot in schools. That is, a 
well-established teaching staff is the one that may have a better idea of the future, 
of how to make a strategic plan that develops a school project. These difficulties 
come up very often, but I can’t comment on what happens in public schools. 

Among the activities of the Fundación we come across important 
research and editorial work distributed between the Dosieres 
ecosociales and the journal Papeles. Can you explain the development 
of this journal and the type of content we can find in it? 

Papeles is a journal that started in 1985, and although it’s always had the name 
Papeles, it’s had four stages. Initially, it was called Papeles de Paz, Ecología y Desarrollo, 
or Papeles Para la Paz. Then, it was renamed Papeles de Relaciones Internacionales. 
In short. Now it’s called Papeles de relaciones ecosociales y cambio global. So, it’s 
evolved. It couldn’t be any other way. There’ve been a lot of years between 1985 up 
to now, because with more than 35 years of history, like all groups and all people, all 
of a sudden the way you present yourself and your concerns and interests change 
over time. But it has kept its personality. Everyone who has known the journal from 
its inception knows that it’s a social science journal of a critical nature, with a cross-
disciplinary mission, where it’s been addressing the major issues and trends of our 
time. But as these have changed, we’ve been adjusting to what has been happening, 
to the changes that have actually been happening. Right now, since 2006, when it was 
renamed to Papeles de relaciones ecosociales y cambio global, the issues that it reflects 
on and the approach with which it deals with these issues has been a faithful reflection 
of what the Fundación is proposing. So, what thematic references does it address? 
Sustainability, social cohesion, and the quality of democracy. From what perspective? 
From an ecosocial perspective, a critical perspective, an interdisciplinary perspective in 
order to address the various issues that have arisen from 2006 up to now. And I think 
we’ve reflected on almost all of them to a large extent across the issues of the journal.

Who is this journal intended for?

This journal is also a meeting place. Who can write in Papeles? Everybody. Anyone 
who has something to say, who believes they have something to say regarding 
the issues we’re raising, knowing that it’s a journal mostly directed towards a 
university audience: students, professors, researchers. That is, we’re not making a 
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journal for people who are still in high school. They probably don’t yet have the 
keys to be able to interpret the things we’re examining. Maybe by the last year of 
high school they do. Also those with a background in activism. People who are 
inquisitive and sensitive to major social issues, who left university a while ago, 
but who still want to continue investigating the social reality. And people from 
universities: students, professors, and researchers. So, it’s a meeting place. Anyone 
can participate as a reader, but also as an author. And that’s the mission of this 
journal. We’ll meet. And how do we meet? By suggesting, offering, reading. When 
someone purchases an issue of Papeles, we want them to be understood not as a 
customer, but as someone who’s supporting a project. That’s why we charge for it. 

The journal Papeles costs money, yet there is an open archive of 
issues of Papeles from prior to this year. Can you explain this?

We charge for it initially because the issues, the last four most recent issues, the 
ones corresponding to the last year, can only be purchased through the bookstore. 
Although you can also buy it printed, not necessarily on paper, as a digital copy. 
You have to purchase them, but after a year we make it free. So, the entire long 
history and archive of Papeles is freely available to anyone who wants to look it 
up. Just with these two approaches to maintain the viability of the program.

You have a doctorate in economics. What approach 
to economics do you identify with?

Let’s see, I identify with the field of economics. The problem is that I don’t identify 
with all the approaches that people conventionally or ordinarily use to approach 
the field of economics. What is the field of economics? That is, what does an 
economist do? Because in other disciplines things are more or less clear. What does 
a chemist do? Well, they study the composition of matter. A physicist? A physicist 
studies the physics of reality, and so on and so forth. So, what does an economist 
study? Economics, sure, but how do we define economics? Unfortunately, nowadays, 
economics is defined based on a method, a way of approximating, but there’s no 
substantive approach, as a formal approach, because the economist is the one who 
does economics, according to the neoclassical paradigm. It’s a paradigm centered 
on the processes of rational choices made by subjects who have restraints placed 
on them and who have to choose between using resources that are supposedly 
scarce and ends that are normally given. Well, that’s economics in formal terms. 
And that’s how an entire discipline is defined. When the most normal thing would 
have been to define it in substantive terms, saying that it’s a field, a discipline that 
deals with the study of economic activity. And what is economic activity? Well, the 
production of goods and services and exchange so that they reach customers and 
can be consumed and their needs can be covered and satisfied at a given time. 
Therefore, it’s a game of production, exchange, and consumption directed to the 
welfare of a community at a given time, which would be what gives meaning to the 
economy itself. But this meaning is displaced by the method with which you have to 
approach it, which is one among many other possible methods. And so, let’s just say 
that history has stayed that way. So, what do I do? Well, I understand economics in a 
substantial sense. And how do I approach it? Well, by trying to do greater justice to 
this field of research. But not by putting the cart before the horse. By first choosing 
the method of approach, and then defining everything in terms of that approach.
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Since economics is one of the social sciences, how can we explain the 
existence of research that doesn’t account for the impact of economic 
activity on natural and social systems? Why does this happen?

Of course, because, on top of that, the specific method chosen is a method that — for 
the sake of formalization and the use of all the mathematical and statistical tools at 
our disposal — completely removes the social elements that are often immeasurable 
and unmanageable with these tools. So, what can’t be dealt with by the method gets 
completely eliminated from the reflection. And then we confront the paradox that even 
though it’s a social science, the social component isn’t embedded into the reflection, 
much less into the biophysical one. It appears silent in all models, a thing they call 
Earth, the web of life, the biosphere. Everything is reduced to a commodity and a 
productive factor, at the same level of other productive factors such as capital and 
even labor itself. Labor is also commodified and considered another interchangeable 
commodity and a substitute for other productive factors like capital. Such that, in the 
models there’s a curious thing, which people understand perfectly well but that certain 
economists still aren’t able to understand, which is the fact that productive factors 
complement one another rather than substituting. That is, if you want to go fishing and 
there’s a certain school of fish, just because you put more fishing boats out doesn’t 
mean that you’re going to catch more fish.  
Because the amount of catches will ultimately be determined by the fish stock. So, 
if you deplete it, imagine a depleted ocean, well, you can’t substitute the land factor, 
with its oceans and all their wealth, with capital. These aren’t factors that can be 
substituted, they’re complementary factors. We’ve understood this since we were in 
school. However, we then create models where we completely forget these stories 
and the elements are considered substitutable. If we run out of forests, then we’ll find 
another way to sink greenhouse gasses. Or, if we run out of biodiversity, we’ll just invent 
a technology. But what kind of nonsense have we formalized, and how is it possible 
that interpretations like these have been constructed from this current approach? 
I don’t buy that. That is, these schemes don’t work for substantively studying what 
economic activity is and all its repercussions, as an integrated reality within a natural 
system and a social system. From a systemic perspective where all these interactions 
are taken into account, where you can see that within the natural systems there are 
social systems and within the social systems there’s something called the economic 
subsystem. From there and with that starting point, that’s what I work with.

This year, Economistas sin Fronteras published a report entitled “Diagnostic 
research on the situation of teaching economics.” The results of this 
research question the validity and condemn the imposition of an orthodox 
model of interpretation of the economy and its activity. You’re a university 
economics professor. What’s your opinion of this assessment? 

First, that not everybody in the community of economists buys into the nonsense, 
and second, that the community of economists is a reflection of what’s happening 
in society. So, a certain model of university and of teaching economics has been 
created that works for these interests. Let’s see, on this subject a reflection might be 
useful for being able to interpret the question you’re asking me. Teaching is basically 
a mechanism for the reproduction of the established order, starting with the school. 
That is, we’ve spoken before about schools, but schools can essentially become, and 
usually respond exactly to, the social reality. That is, what kind of school do we want? 
Normally, in every historical period, we adopt the one we need most. And now we 
need to train workers. Because we’re no longer in the society where workers were 
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trained within the scope of the trades and where there was the apprentice of the 
trade and the master within the artisan world. That was the school back then. Or to 
train clergy or to train certain members of the public administration. Well, when we 
needed — because we were already moving to an industrial society and a certain 
degree of qualification for a lot of workers, that was more or less homogeneous — 
schools were created where a set of basic knowledge was given so that these workers 
could move on and immediately enter the working world from the ages of 14, 15, 16 
years old. As time went on we incorporated certain more comprehensive elements 
to a more humanistic vision, but ultimately schools are always a reflection of society. 
And so is the university, possibly as much or even more than compulsory education. 
And within the university itself, the teaching of economics is a reflection of what’s 
happening. So, the university is designed so that the professional career of teachers 
follows a certain path. This is true in all disciplines, and especially in economics. I 
think that people are aware of many of these absurdities, but they end up being 
convenient for their professional career. In order to have a professional career you 
have to do certain things. Still, I’d say that not everybody in the academic community, 
in the field of economics, agrees with this approach. In other words, there’s also a 
desire to incorporate the plurality of approaches that have been created and have 
been emerging throughout the long history of this discipline over several centuries. 

How can the hegemony of the orthodox model in economics 
departments be countered? Are there internal movements against 
this imposition from both faculty and the student body?

A battle must be waged in defining the curricula, and we already know how to do 
this. We know how important the departments are in the case of Spain. And how 
these issues are often raised, sort of as agreements, compromises, the back and 
forth that has little to do with what could be the approach, of saying “Hey, how 
are we going to approach the study of economics?” So, I think that if we put these 
stories together, we can see how there have been processes of commercialization 
and commercial infiltration within the university itself. We see how the criteria for 
the accreditation of professors have been established. If we also see how to the 
university itself — and I repeat, the university is a reflection of the the way the winds 
are blowing in society — then all this comes together and the outcome is that in 
a hegemonic and almost monopolistic way, there’s a monotone teaching with a 
single chord and from a single approach. But let’s be aware that this has begun 
to be answered, fundamentally, by the student body. By the students who’ve said, 
“Hey, we don’t want the same textbooks that you’ve been teaching us from for the 
last three or four decades. We’re pretty fed up with the usual textbooks.” And there 
are student movements that are putting pressure on the professors themselves.

And it’s also true that in the university itself, despite everything, there are areas of 
change. What happens is that there’s an enormous cost for the professors who 
want to undertake these changes, partly because they won’t receive any kind of 
recognition. And then when you don’t have any kind of recognition, your professional 
career can stagnate. But still, we must recognize the courage and generosity of 
those professors who do this through summer schools, through seminars, which 
often add to their normal workload. And sometimes we don’t recognize that 
because not everyone in the university has the same degree of obedience and 
obsequiousness. But for those who are rebellious, well, let’s do them justice.
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The essayist and poet Jorge Reichmann writes that democracy 
is not compatible with capitalism. What would you say?

Well, it’s not compatible because democratic capitalism is an oxymoron. And whoever 
thinks that capitalism and democracy go hand in hand, first is ignorant of history, 
and second has to argue in depth for the logic of that statement. Capitalism has 
nothing to do with democracy. If one thinks about what might be the characteristic 
permanent features of this social system over the last few years, we’re going to 
be talking about contemporary capitalism, from the end of the 19th century to 
the present day. Here we find a lot of evolution, a lot of change. There’s nothing 
more versatile than capitalism and nothing that evolves and changes so rapidly. 
But nevertheless, its characteristic features are always the same. At least to be 
able to say that we are, and remain, in capitalism. And its features prevent any real 
democratic practice. Why? Well, because the substantial features of capitalism are 
private ownership of the means of production. And to take something away means 
that someone doesn’t have what someone else has. That’s what private property 
is. “Deprive” and “private” have the same etymological root. To deprive is to leave 
someone without what I have. Is that relevant? Well, it depends. Now we’ll see.

Another fundamental feature is that the labor force is essentially salaried. That is, 
you depend on another person so that, by offering your labor power, you can obtain 
wages on which you can live. Your livelihood depends on you selling yourself as 
labor power. Of course, formally it’s free. It’s free labor power because it’s not slave 
labor. But there’s also another meaning behind free labor power, which is that it’s 
exempt from the means that could guarantee its autonomy. Means of production 
or of supporting oneself. When the commons get closed off, what happens? Well, 
people are left without the means to support oneself, of subsistence, the customary 
rights that guaranteed them autonomy from the lords who closed off what 
belonged to everyone. Well, sure, I’m free, I’m a wage earner, but I have no way of 
living except by selling my labor power in a process that’s completely unequal. 

And thirdly, we come across the role of markets. It’s unequal because it’s done through 
markets. In the market there are power relations and there are no relations that we 
might call — it depends on how the market is set up. Markets are an expression of 
positions of strength and if you have a guaranteed position, then the market works in 
a certain way. And if it’s spread out, or if it’s contained, it’ll work in a different way.

These three features, the presence of markets, wage labor, and private ownership 
of the means of production, are the fundamental components of capitalism and 
have been combined in different ways through different processes throughout 
history that we’d call capitalist social formations. But the end goal has always been 
the same, and it’s that a surplus is generated from all this. And who controls that 
surplus? The owners of the means of production. And what happens? They not 
only take control of it: they also decide how to use it. Because that’s where the 
key lies, in who takes control of the surplus and who uses it. And in the end, the 
one who makes the investment, that is, the use of the surplus, is the owner of 
the means of production. These days that owner can be numerous and diverse. 
Because we’re all shareholders, we could say, including the wage earner himself, 
to the extent he is a shareholder, can in a certain way also be considered part of 
this framework of ownership of the means of production. But I don’t really care. 
The issue is that whoever decides on the fundamental questions of people’s 
lives — investment — that is, whoever decides when, how, and where social 
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energies are invested, that is, the surplus, is a private individual. It’s a private 
decision that will have effects with social and environmental consequences.

So, what kind of democracy are we talking about? It’s impossible to think that 
capitalism and democracy go hand in hand. Moreover, democracy, the way we think 
about it, is a democracy that is limited exclusively to the political sphere. It ends at 
the factory gates, or the economic sphere. There’s no democracy anywhere in the 
economic sphere. There are some who say that we can think of democracies without 
democracy in the economic sphere, that if the liberal idea we have of democracy 
exists in the political sphere, that should be enough. Well, that would still be a limited 
understanding of democracy. Therefore, if we have a broad view, if we analyze 
capitalism in depth, we see that capitalism and democracy do not align anywhere. And 
to speak of democratic capitalism as it was spoken of throughout the 80s and 90s, 
particularly by American neoconservative thought, is nothing but a profound oxymoron 
with deliberate intentions. It was trying to present that model as being opposed to the 
alternative that existed on the other side of the world, in the Soviet Union, etc, etc.

These days we hear talk of transformative economic practices using different 
labels: the social and solidarity economy, the eco-feminist economy, the 
ecological economy, the economy of the common good, the critical economy, 
the circular economy, the barefoot economy, etc. Is this a heterodox economic 
model divided into discernible practices based on the problems we’re trying 
to address? Do all these labels correspond to discernible economic theories? 
What position does Fuhem have regarding this proliferation of practices?

Well, as you rightly say, it’s explained in a very confusing way because there’s nothing 
worse than when new labels appear that tend to recycle what came before. To 
start, I think it’d be useful to distinguish practices from theoretical developments. 
Practices are made by people. Theoretical developments are made by those 
who have the privilege of being able to stop and think, which is sometimes the 
people and other times the academic world. So there are two different levels.

The practices of the social and solidarity economy are numerous and very different. 
But they’ve arisen, let’s say, from the prevalence of practice, initiative, and 
permanent experimentation. Within the scope of what we might call “thought,” 
it’s not usually used and that’s why there aren’t any courses on the social and 
solidarity economy, although they’re starting to offer master’s degrees in it. But 
a young man or woman who enters university and says, “I want to study the 
subject of Social and Solidarity Economics,” is going to have trouble finding it 
because it doesn’t have a place within what might be the disciplinary areas of 
an economics curriculum. Because there’s no theorization here either. That is, 
there’s a practice that’s been started, but there’s no theorization of that practice, 
nor is there a theoretical framework or a paradigm behind that history. 

So, it’s necessary to distinguish those two levels because in the field of 
development what we find are approaches, and a plurality of approaches. Even 
if one of them dominates, let’s say the whole field of economics teaching and 
research, there are still many other approaches. These approaches, to simplify, 
are orthodoxy vs. heterodoxy, because at every moment in history that’s how it’s 
been. That is, the orthodoxy now is not the orthodoxy from four decades ago. 
There was a different orthodoxy and a different heterodoxy. So, it’s orthodoxy 
vs. heterodoxy. Within heterodoxy, which is where I find myself and where the 
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Fundación feels identified, there are multiple approaches, and many don’t have 
an issue with mutual incompatibility, just that there isn’t a lot of dialogue. 

And in that sense, for example, at the Fundación we’re proposing what 
we call the inclusive, or integrative, approach. That is, that the ecological 
approach, ecological economics, feminist economics, political economics or the 
critique of political economics, all the critical reflections from institutionalism 
to Marxism, etc., come together and interact and think about how they can 
add their views so that they don’t reduce the complexity of real life, but are 
instead able to express and explain it in a more comprehensive way.

That’s the theoretical field in which we find ourselves. I think it could be 
a good framework of interpretation for the practices that come from 
below, which take on too many expressions and labels, often in a critical 
way, in a dynamic that is closer to that of fashion, of saying, well, let’s 
look for a new label because we’ve moved on from the last one. 

So we’ve talked about that, about the economy of the common good, the social 
and solidarity economy, the barefoot economy, popular economies…and more 
and more. And when you talk about economies, when we talk about popular 
economies or barefoot economies as Max-Neef put it, and so on, you say, sure, 
this is the social and solidarity economy. And when you read about the economy 
of the common good, you say, well, this is basically the same as the solidarity 
economy, why is there a new label? And in the end, what you conclude from this 
whole story is that many of these practices want their own spaces and their own 
groups, and they don’t establish connections. Instead, with labeling, what they’re 
looking for are their own private little sanctuaries. So I don’t care much for labels, 
and I’d say that everything looks more or less the same from a practical point of 
view. That is, we’re experimenting to solve problems that are not being solved by 
conventional practices. And on the theoretical level, from the heterodox point of 
view, we have to propose new interactions to be able to integrate views and create 
approaches that provide us with greater complexity when it comes to analysis. 

Thinking in terms of a possible ecosocial justice, how does 
the transformative and inclusive economic model address the 
looming issue of wealth distribution in all its dimensions?

Well, this is the almost unavoidable route we’ll have to take: redistribution. In 
a world with finite resources in which we’ve surpassed the limits, the only real 
possibility is redistribution. Because growth is already an impossible dream. It 
was the way that we were supposed to eliminate all distributive tendencies, at 
least in some societies. Basically, why did we grow? Apart from the dynamics of 
the incessant accumulation of capital, let’s say that it’s part of its DNA because 
that’s where capitalism comes from, from capital accumulation without limits or 
moderation. Aside from the social impulse, which is in the DNA of the system 
itself. Once there’s growth then I can give you something. But, of course, when 
this growth becomes impossible in a saturated world, then we’ll have to consider 
how to redistribute what remains and wealth, in all its dimensions, when we see 
that the world is marked by two fundamental features: inequality and waste. Well, 
we have plenty of room to maneuver in order to be able to meet these challenges 
without any substantial loss of quality of life for the world’s population as a whole.
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I think that’s the reflection being made right now. If we were serious and not moved 
by other disingenuous reasons, I believe that everyone in the field of social sciences 
would be thinking about this. Saying, well, now we’re facing new problems. We have 
inefficiencies, we have inequality, we have waste, we have scarce resources. We should 
strive for the best social organization that will allow us to guarantee our needs and 
develop the capacities and freedoms of the people on this planet who already have 
a shared destiny. Or, well, you can work on the latest article for the latest JCR journal, 
doing enormously complex statistical research on a variable that no one understands.

Those of us who study capitalism know that a comprehensive 
critique of capitalism must also integrate a critique of systems of 
patriarchal and colonial oppression. Can you explain this?

Let’s see, capitalism is supported quite well by other systems of oppression and 
it loves patriarchy, it loves colonialism in various guises. And it’s very difficult to 
understand capitalism without this support from other systems of oppression, 
seeing them as different from capitalism itself. That is, capitalism itself is a form of 
economic exploitation and class domination. It may be more successful in certain 
places, nobody disputes that. I’m not entering into a critical judgment. I’m trying to 
take an analytical approach. Objectively, it’s based on the exploitation of the labor 
force and ecosystems, which makes it an essential element of its function and its 
growth. This may give rise to somewhat unfortunate situations for certain social 
groups. Well, sometimes yes and sometimes no. That’s a matter for later analysis. 
But capitalism being as it is, and being different from patriarchy and colonialism, 
historically it’s developed well in the molds of patriarchy to ensure the reproduction 
of the labor force. The modern familial structure suited it quite well. Later on, through 
the Fordist wage, it became what we understand today as a nuclear family. And 
then the neoliberal order, starting in the 1980s, transformed the conditions of the 
household into a family with two providers, accompanied by a dual welfare system.

Capitalism makes all these changes in accordance with a framework such as the 
patriarchal one where, with all the modifications that take place, there’s always 
domination between the genders in the new relations that are formed. And the same 
applies to the appropriation of a large part of the resources needed by metropolitan 
centers, and not provided by their own territory, which is the origin of all colonies. 
That is, when the colonial order is established, and with it the administration of a 
territory and the military control of that territory, it’s fundamentally to take control 
of the resources of that territory. When the processes of decolonization take place, 
neocolonialism gets produced, where, alongside other essentially commercial and 
financial channels, etc. and with center-periphery dynamics perfectly established 
through corporate power and the power of States, it becomes colonialism in new 
guises. And when under the neoliberal order we move from neocolonialism to the 
forms of globalization that we’ve all known in recent decades, then the process 
becomes: let’s take the resources. It’s only different with respect to earlier eras, in 
that it often isn’t necessary for work forces to come to our metropolitan centers. 
Rather, we’ll take care to place our companies in those areas so that we can exploit 
their work force or their ecosystems. Because the environmental regulations of our 
countries don’t allow us to do so. But we’re in the same spot, the exact same. So, 
without a comprehensive critique of patriarchal and colonial capitalism, and thus, 
without being aware of the connections between these three systems, which have 
historically gone hand in hand since the development of capitalism, we cannot 
understand and comprehend the prosperity derived from this system. And, of 
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course, the advantages enjoyed by a small group of people at the expense of the 
majority, to the detriment of social and natural conditions for all of humanity.

What role does the idea of private property play in a possible 
wealth redistribution plan in all its dimensions?

No one disputes private property. It will have to exist. Now, private ownership of 
what? Of people’s final means of consumption? Well, of course. I support the private 
ownership of my toothbrush. I don’t want to share it with anyone. So private property 
has to exist, but for what? For the markets of people’s final consumer goods. Now, 
with capitalism there happens to be an anomaly to a certain extent in relation to 
other previous systems. And that is that a type of market appears, called input 
markets, where the means of production, land, and others are exchanged. Well, 
markets had existed prior to capitalism for final consumer goods but not for land, 
real estate, finance, money, labor force. That wasn’t exchanged by the market. Then 
this market arose. And of course, when markets appear within the market, what 
gets exchanged are property rights. That is, I can go to the market with what’s mine, 
and we can come to an agreement for what’s yours. And yours for mine, if they’re 
equally valuable or we think they’re approximately the same. So the question is, 
why should the ownership of the means of production or of making a livelihood 
always have to be private, or exclusively private? I think that there are other social 
properties, state properties, other methods of ownership, in short, that are more 
convenient for those areas. And that’s where we have to pay some attention. That 
is, social ownership and public ownership of the means of production is crucial. 
Why? To achieve democracy, which capitalism is not capable of achieving. Because 
to the extent that this property is socialized, and you open it to participation from 
those who are part of the community, to the society that owns the means of 
production, they have the ability to know where those investments go. So, that’s a 
fundamental issue. Ownership, referring to the means of production and of making a 
livelihood, that ensures degrees of autonomy and self-management by the people. 

What’s your opinion of the theoretical position of those 
who support a decrease in consumption as a possible way to 
mitigate the energy collapse that we’re experiencing? 

It’s clear that we have to reduce the levels of consumption of natural resources, 
and we have to reduce solid, liquid, and gas emissions that we’re dumping into our 
ecosystems. Why? Because we’re collapsing the biosphere. We’re criminally degrading 
it. So everything related to dematerialization, decarbonization, we have to get behind 
it. That’s one thing. And another thing is the discourse around degrowth, which is not 
outside of the usual model. That is, what used to grow now has to decrease. But before 
we thought of growing only in monetary terms. We were thinking, and interestingly 
enough wanted to criticize, the importance of an indicator like the GDP, which 
expresses everything only in monetary terms. That is, it’s a set of goods and services, 
but in monetary terms. And now what we’re saying, without leaving that behind, is: 
what was growing before now has to decrease. And ultimately, to quantify that, you 
use the same indicator. That is, if before growth in the GDP was used to see if we were 
growing, now I’m going to have to look at the same indicator to see if I’m decreasing.

So, first of all, there’s no deep conceptual or analytical interruption if we put it this way. 
That is, only in terms of growth of an indicator like GDP, growth to degrowth. You’re 
almost in the same model to begin with. Second, in capitalism, degrowth constitutes 
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an economic crisis and therefore social suffering, probably without improvement in 
environmental and social and ecological conditions. So, that’s degrowth in capitalism. 
If you tell me “no, but degrowth will transform capitalism,” well, we’ve been calling 
it something else for a long time. We don’t usually talk about degrowth here. What 
we like to talk about is change, transformation, or restructuring. We use these words 
instead of degrowth because there are things that will have to grow. Food will have 
to grow for the malnourished, education will have to grow for those who don’t have 
a good education, so many things will have to grow. It’s not a matter of growth 
or degrowth, it’s about transformation and radical change in our forms of social 
organization. I think that’s a better way to approach things. Man, I understand that 
people were saying “no, it’s that we’re using controversial concepts and words.” I 
don’t think that degrowth is a controversial word. Rather, it’s a word that confuses 
us. It’s a slogan, an approach, that does more to disorient us than guide us, right?

In thinking about generating a proactive forecast that positively influences the 
transformation of the current capitalist system, do you think it’s productive to 
create educational campaigns that emphasize values of responsibility and ecosocial 
justice, highlighting the negative consequences of unlimited consumption?

This isn’t a moral struggle. It’s a political struggle, if we want to ensure that the 
elements of environmental responsibility and social justice are part of our consumption. 
I explained this when I taught sociology of consumption to the students. The basic 
question is political in nature, not economic. In the market you’re nobody. The 
consumers in the market are nobody, they have no influence, because markets 
are not determined by the consumers’ decisions. Rather, you’re offered what the 
producers decide to offer you, with all of their tricks and super expensive marketing 
and advertising apparatus, and so on. Because if things sold themselves, if the 
consumers themselves were independent and wanted them, we wouldn’t need to 
advertise them. We wouldn’t need super expensive market research projects, etc. So, 
political action, from the consumer as an individual, is an absurdity. It’s by removing 
yourself from your individual consumer status and acting collectively with others, not 
through markets, but through a boycott, for example, that you succeed in holding a 
brand accountable. Well, if you’re coordinating with another consumer in order to 
have an influence through the market, and you manage to coordinate millions, then 
maybe you can end up having an impact on the market itself. But the impact we’ve 
achieved, from the reflection we’ve made as consumers, has been in acting politically. 
That is, not as consumers, but rather by no longer consuming in the face of, for 
example, those oil companies that were polluting the river deltas in Nigeria or the 
Amazon jungle in Ecuador, by standing up politically and saying “you can’t do this.” 
And that’s a political struggle in the area of consumption, where it’s possible. It’s not 
by diminishing yourself as an individual and a consumer, but instead by assuming 
your role as a citizen with political responsibility, organizing yourself alongside others. 

Of course, apart from that, there’s one thing that, if we think about it, is super 
interesting. If we did have the ability to influence things through our decisions as 
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consumers, and we wanted to transform things through them, curiously enough, 
those who would have a greater capacity for transformation, that is, those who 
would be the benefactors of humanity, would be those with more income. That is, if 
my decision to buy, for example, something with one euro has an influence through 
the markets, and I’m convinced that it’ll have an influence, then the person who has 
a thousand euros will be a thousand times more influential than me. So, ultimately, 
the wealthy are going to be the ones who are going to transform the world, if they 
manage to keep a clear conscience and are socially and ecologically responsible. What 
are we talking about? We’re being foolish. It doesn’t make any sense at all. So, I’d say, 
a lot can be done from the area of consumption. Not as consumers, but rather as 
political subjects, concerned citizens, who organize collectively and set things right. 

What role do experiments and tests in ethical banking, social 
currency, social markets, or ethical finance play in the systemic 
and structural transformation that is already underway? 

It’s super important because they’re realities that mix together with the reality of 
social movements and organized reality in the rest of civil society. So they’re supported 
from the economic sphere and are experiments, tests, of what can be illuminating 
in a political project. To think that ethical banking is going to transform the Spanish 
banking system is going too far. That is, whoever thinks that through ethical banking 
it will be possible to turn the banking system or the financial system upside down, 
is mistaken. But what is it? It’s a path that shows us where we can go. It supports 
other social and political processes. It’s a space for learning. It’s a way to create 
consistency in people’s lives instead of living totally submerged in the deepest of 
contradictions. All in all, there are a lot of reasons for why it’s worth supporting. 

You just gave a presentation on your book La gran encrucijada: Crisis 
ecosocial y cambio de paradigma in Valladolid. According to your research, 
what conditions are required for this paradigm shift to materialize?

It involves a few things. First, knowing where we’re coming from and, second, knowing 
where we want to go. And then there are different levels that we’ll have to go through 
in many areas. If we want to talk about where we’re coming from, well, to do that 
we need an accurate, deep, and complex analysis and diagnosis of the situation 
we’re in. We can’t ignore our starting point. What there’s little discussion about — 
unfortunately, because it’s surprising — is where we want to go. And why isn’t there 
any discussion about it? Because it seems that it’s no longer possible to propose 
alternative organizations, alternative forms of social organization to what we have, as 
if we’ve finally reached the end point and, therefore, what would be appropriate for 
us would be to remain with what already exists, in the reality that we know. I believe 
that this issue is very important for being able to approach transitions. Because if we 
don’t know where we want to go, then how are we going to know which path to take 
in the middle of a crossroads or a fork in the road? If I don’t know where I’m going, 
then it’s all the same to me. For the guy who doesn’t know where he’s going, in the 
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end going one way or another ends up being all the same to him. He’ll probably go 
along the well-traveled paths, the well-known ones, because we also have a certain 
aversion to experimentation, to risk, to the new. So, the transition must certainly 
be approached with all of these terms of debate in mind. Unfortunately, however, 
they aren’t approached this way. They’re not preceded by a diagnosis, nor are they 
accompanied by a discussion on what kind of society we want to build. So, what are 
we talking about? Well, there’s discussion of sectoral transitions, which are starting 
to sound pretty good, but we don’t really know what they would consist of. Energy 
transition, food transition, city transition, cities in transition, and so on. To me, it seems 
like it’s all meant to patch things up. That is, as we can see that there are issues 
because our cities aren’t human: our cities exploit the land, they don’t have defined 
boundaries, they’re highly dependent on energy and matter, they don’t generate 
conviviality, which destroys the connections that make up the very sense of community. 
Although we have problems with our cities and we want to patch them up, we don’t 
think about the end goals and we don’t start from the causes. Because an analysis 
of the starting situation, if we want to do it seriously, leads us to an analysis of the 
causes, not just the effects. That is, it’s a theological approach. It’s not enough to say, 
look, this has come about because we’ve done these things and from these dynamics. 
But we forget about both things. We focus on transitions, then we’re not comfortable 
with the city, and then we start to say, well, why not greener? And green cities appear. 
And why not with different transportation? And, ultimately, what we get are very flashy 
potpourri that are sold very well, proclaiming the transition of cities towards sustainable 
transportation, and then everything’s sustainable. And the latest claim of sustainability 
that I’ve come across is that the golf courses in southern Spain are sustainable. They 
sell them to you with the label of “the first sustainable golf course” and “the first 
sustainable city” and “the first sustainable public transport model.” So there’s a lot of 
this precisely because we approach it by focusing exclusively on the transition process 
itself, without knowing why we want that transition. This country has a Ministry called 
the Ministry of Transitions. So, it might seem that they know where they’re going. 
Excuse me? Who knows anything in this country? What do we want, green capitalism? 
Or, do we want capitalism? No. That’s not what we’re talking about. So, there’s a 
Ministry of Transitions that wants to label everything as sustainable. The transition is 
going to be named along the lines of “a socially just transition.” Sure, but what fiscal 
reform has there been in this country to be able to talk about a socially just transition?

What role does the left play in this transition and paradigm shift? 

Well, in this case it would be the anti-capitalist left, I suppose, since there’s a left 
that’s obviously not anti-capitalist. The anti-capitalist left has a long way to go to 
demonstrate why the 21st century has to be a century where anti-capitalism offers 
answers to the civilizational challenges we face. It’s a very complicated task. And it’s 
complicated because there’s very deep ideological entrenchment in the population, 
and it’s very difficult to imagine salvation outside of capitalism. It’s been said at times 
— it was said by an American literary critic, an American intellectual — that it’s easier 
to imagine the end of the world than the end of capitalism. And this is very interesting 
because this political inability to think about the end of capitalism goes hand in hand 
with the scientific ability we have to demonstrate that we’re facing the end of the 
world. How is it possible that there’s such a difference between both realities, the 
scientific ability to anticipate that the entirety of the biosphere is falling apart and 
the lack of political imagination to avoid what has provoked that exact threat. Well, 
Reichmann expresses this very well by saying, “of course, the gap between what’s 
ecologically and socially necessary and what’s politically and culturally possible is 
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enormous.” And the task, basically, would be to try to sew up that gap. It’s a question 
that goes beyond the programmatic approach of an anti-capitalist background. It’s a 
question that extends to the realm of constructing new paradigms. As long as we fail 
to construct new paradigms for seeing reality as a whole — as long as we fail to have 
a framework of interpretation, of vision and explanation, with fundamentals different 
from the ones that are dominant right now — then no anti-capitalist background that 
seeks to dismantle capitalism, to construct an alternative society, is going to have 
any chance at success. The current mindset is a mindset that has built the dominant 
paradigm based on a technocratic and materialistic vision of things. It has full 
confidence in technology and markets. And it’s extremely useful for the objectives of 
the established interests, which are basically the accumulation of power and wealth. 
And that, wrapped around science and technology, in the framework of capitalism, has 
developed over time into a techno-scientific complex that sees nature as an object of 
domination. And we can’t think of anti-capitalist solutions using those parameters.

What are the roles of formal and informal education in this transition stage? 

I’d say the following and that is that society educates, and not just at school. I mean, 
the media, advertising, the internet, the interactions we have with our peers, and 
non-peers, probably do more to educate us on a daily basis. In short, education after 
school. And having dedicated a specific institution for educational purposes has its 
role and its purpose. But it also carries with it the injustice that when things don’t 
work well, we say: it’s the school’s responsibility. If the capitalist economic system 
generates its own subject, and once its economic component has been removed, it 
becomes a cultural atmosphere that provokes an almost anthropological mutation, 
by generating a subject. Then we tell schools to solve it. The issue is that society as 
a whole has to take part in the educational process. And we’ll do it, while modifying 
elements of reality, changing the teaching of that subject, giving opportunities to 
other subjects. And let’s expect schools to do what they can. However, schools must 
be protected from becoming schools of ideologues. That isn’t what school is for, nor 
should it be. I don’t support that kind of school. Schools, because they want to do 
what they haven’t been allowed to do, which is to engage and dialogue with the 
world around them, nevertheless, become what no one asks them to be, which is to 
create ideologues rather than people of integrity who can think for themselves around 
other people. That is, the old enlightened ideal of forming people with the ability to 
think, not alone, but in the company of others, in dialogue with what’s happening 
in the world, is what we should aspire to. We’ve given the specific responsibility 
of educating people to that institution. And in other spaces we can dedicate our 
efforts to creating spaces for activism, for awareness, for radical citizenship that goes 
to the root of social, ecological, political problems and that commit themselves to 
creating alternatives that can serve as inspiration, or beacons, in societal debates. 

Thinking about public policies for changing the 
paradigm, what do you make of Agenda 2030?

Well, I hope we’ll see how all these stories develop. I have the impression that we must 
also recognize the value they have, as they can bring elements to a social debate, 
they can shift attention from some things to others and so on. But to think that the 
objectives formulated or the goals that have been developed are going to be achieved 
over time and within the deadlines that have been laid out, seems naïve to me.



/#184 Fundación Hogar del Empleado (Fuhem)
Constellation 
of the commons

Is Fuhem a political project? If so, what type of politics are we talking about?

If we have a plan it would be to understand politics with capital letters. In all 
cases. I think that in the field of politics in capital letters, any person is a politician 
and any plan made would take on that aspect. If by politics we mean party 
politics, I’d once again reaffirm the total independence of the Fundación. We 
don’t rely on anyone and we don’t want to align ourselves with anyone. We’re 
not, in that sense, the bearers of a partisan political project. We understand our 
commitment to the quality of democracy, to social cohesion or social justice, and 
to a sustainable world as politics, and we’re happy with that. But it’s politics with 
capital letters. A politics that thinks collectively. That is, it could be a polyethics, 
in the sense of understanding that we’re all concerned with shared issues. 

How do you keep your confidence in change alive, living as we do in a 
time of ecosocial crisis, energy collapse, and political indifference?

I usually say that hope is very important, understood in a political sense, in a 
secular sense. But hope has a very interesting religious inspiration that should be 
recovered. Because St. Augustine said something that is very interesting: he said 
that history, or chronology, is basically formed by the present. So, what really exists 
is the present. The past has passed and the future has yet to come. Therefore, the 
past is nonexistent. So, to address the temporal question, in the book of Confessions, 
he spoke of the “present” present, the “past” present, and the “future” present. The 
past is the past present: that is, we see it from the present and we speak of the 
past. And we anticipate the future from the present, so it’s the future present. So, in 
reality there’s a present that is broken down into “present” present, “past” present, 
and “future” present. And he attributes a feature to each of these moments, which 
is interesting. He says that the fundamental element of the past present is memory. 
In the present present, the fundamental element is attention. And for the future, 
the fundamental element is hope. If we pay close attention, the world we live in has 
been kidnapped by memory. Even more so in this country. And when we talk about 
memory right now, the treasury gets involved. In other words, they want to control 
the past. Digital capitalism is robbing us of our attention, so it’s very difficult to keep 
our attention right now. The quantity of distracting elements for monopolizing, for 
controlling, our minds is monopolized, let’s say, by the system. And how does the 
system position itself regarding hope? I think it’s fully aware that there’s no element 
more revolutionary than hope, and, therefore, hope doesn’t exist in capitalism. That is, 
in Dante, when he appears at the gates of hell, what’s written on them says “Abandon 
all hope.” And capitalism has turned today’s world into a hell. And what we’ve written 
on this frontispiece is: “abandon all hope to those of you who’ve come to this hell.” 
So I believe that hope is a key element. We could say that it’s almost revolutionary.

But be careful, hope isn’t optimism. There’s an ongoing misunderstanding here. 
Because with the discourses, or with the analyses, that are made from an ecosocial 
approach, you find yourself confronted by the imminence of very difficult scenarios. 
And the first thing that happens is that you get labeled “apocalyptic” or “pessimistic.” 
And you hear that pessimism gets up nowhere and so on. And you say that, well, 
you’re not a pessimist, but what you’re analyzing is reality and the reality you find 
yourself in is this. If that brings us down, well, what can we do? It would at least be 
a reality check to say, hey, we’re demoralized by the reality we’ve encountered. But 
that doesn’t mean that I don’t harbor a deep hope that things can change. And that’s 
hope. Hope is the ability to understand that what exists isn’t final, that we’re subjects 
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of history, that history isn’t written, and that it isn’t marked by the inevitable structural 
or dynamic forces of systems that overwhelm us and that we can’t control. History, 
as old Marx said, is constructed by its subjects. We, the subjects, are the creators of 
history. However, it’s not in the conditions we’d have chosen; rather, it’s in those we’ve 
had to live with. And it’s true that these conditions impose lots of restraints and little 
room for maneuver. But that’s where hope comes in. So, if we create our own reality, 
then hope is like a light in the midst of the shadows. And that’s where I find myself.
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Who are you and what relationship do you have 
with the Plataforma por la Justicia Fiscal?

Miguel Gorospe: My name is Miguel Gorospe, and I spent my 
life working in business up until I was about 60, when I started 
working with NGOs that I had a close relationship with. So my 
life has been, on one hand, getting to know the business world 
and then working with civil society organizations up to now.

Juan Antonio Gimeno: And he coordinates the Plataforma…

Miguel Gorospe: And I coordinate the Plataforma.

Juan Antonio Gimeno: I’m Juan Antonio Gimeno. I’m a university professor, 
recently emeritus. I’ve worked exclusively within academia my whole 
life, except for a brief period of administrative responsibilities in the 
Ministry of Education and the Instituto Cervantes. And throughout my 
life, I combined it with work in NGOs. I started Economistas sin Fronteras. 
I’m still very active within it and other platforms, and I can dedicate a 
little more time to them now that I’m semi-retired. I take part in the 
Plataforma por la Justicia Fiscal on behalf of Economistas sin Fronteras. 

How did the Plataforma por la Justicia Fiscal 
come about and who started it?

Miguel Gorospe: Honestly, it started naturally, which often happens. With 
all the cutbacks that occurred around the crisis of 2010, the question that 
emerged was: “Why aren’t there any resources?” This crisis mostly affected 
a certain segment of society — but why weren’t there any resources? It 
wasn’t well understood. Then a platform emerged in Catalonia in 2010. 
And two different platforms were launched in Madrid. One was “No a 
los paraísos fiscales” (No to tax havens) and the other was “IFT Ya.” This 
came about, and everyone was asking: “Why is this happening?” At the 
same time, la Alianza Española contra la Pobreza (The Spanish Alliance 
against Poverty) began to work on taxation issues. So we got together 
in a meeting with the Catalans and we discussed: “What have you done, 
how’s it going?” So that’s how it started. Initially, there were four or five 
organizations. The Platforma grew out of that, in June 2015, and there 
were 16 organizations, or coalitions, that were part of it. Right now we have 
18 organizations, but we already had 16 or 18 organizations back then. I 
say coalitions because some — for example, the NGO Coordinator or the 
Alianza Española contra la Pobreza — are made up of many organizations. 

Constellation
of the Commons
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What legal structure is this initiative registered under?

Miguel Gorospe: We don’t have an official legal structure. We meet once a 
month, and there are usually between 10 and 15 organizations that come. 
And then we work in different working groups. So we don’t have a legal 
structure. We’ve thought about adopting one at some point, but right now 
we’ve decided that we’re already functioning well with our working groups.

Does the Plataforma have contracted personnel?

Miguel Gorospe: No. There’s only one contributor who gets paid, from different 
organizations. In other words, from the point of view of resources, of costs, the 
activities are paid for by all of us through collaborations. For example, if we have 
to work on the website or some signs, then everyone contributes what they can.

Juan Antonio Gimeno: … in each working group and in each organization and in 
each action, if there’s someone who can take on the coordination, they take on 
a little bit of responsibility. We only have one person who’s hired part-time for 
communication matters, which is one of our main concerns. Raising awareness, 
providing information, clarifying these concepts that people find a bit difficult.

What criteria determine the acceptance of new organizations 
and processes within the Plataforma?

Miguel Gorospe: You write to us and we check if you meet our minimum requirements. 
For example, that you’re not a political party, that you’re not from a media outlet. 
In fact, those are the two criteria we start with. There are even volunteers who are 
part of the platform who don’t belong to any organization and are taking part. 

Juan Antonio Gimeno: Above all, they bring knowledge. People who 
know the sector, who have worked on tax issues or something similar, 
and who want to help out. And we’re delighted. But the minimum 
requirements are really just independence and good intentions.

Miguel Gorospe: Right.

How is management and governance organized within the Plataforma?

Miguel Gorospe: Mostly through working groups.

Juan Antonio Gimeno: We’ve always done decision-making by consensus. When there 
isn’t consensus, we try to remove what divides us and keep what unites us. Because 
it’s true that since there are many organizations — and even some organizations of 
organizations — there’s a lot of diversity of thought. So we must try to unite around 
what we have in common, which is: “Without fiscal justice, there is no social justice.” 
We all agree on that. And we work from there. Theoretically, if there are votes, 
only organizations vote and there’s one vote per organization. In some cases — for 
example, from Economistas sin Fronteras — there might be two of us, but we’d only 
have one vote. And the experts don’t vote. But there hasn’t been a need to vote.

Miguel Gorospe: There haven’t been any votes so far.
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Was there any relationship or connection between 
the events of 15M and the Plataforma?

Miguel Gorospe: There are people from the Plataforma itself who actually participated 
in various ways in 15M. There are organizations that have been more closely related 
to it. But no, we haven’t had any direct relationship with 15M at any point. 

Juan Antonio Gimeno: Additionally, as part of our independence — 
and since there’s a lot of variety within the Plataforma — we try not to 
label ourselves, although we certainly have positions that are closer 
in many regards to certain movements or to certain positions. But we 
never define ourselves, nor do we want to be labeled in any way. 

Miguel Gorospe: We want to be equidistant, which isn’t easy. 
And we don’t want to be perceived a certain way either. 

The Plataforma reports that Spain has seen the most growth in social inequality 
of any European country. As you write on your website: “the tax burden with 
respect to GDP is 34.5%, almost seven points below the Eurozone average 
(41.4%). This means that if we were on par with Europe, we would collect 
80 billion euros more per year.” What are the factors or circumstances that 
determine the situation of the Spanish case with respect to the Eurozone?

Juan Antonio Gimeno: Well, we’re 7 points behind in tax collection. That’s 
a crucial fact, and it makes us realize that we obviously need to review our 
tax system. It can’t be like that. Because, one way or another, citizens expect 
services equivalent to the European level. And not at the average European 
level; instead, they expect services like in France or Germany. And that’s actually 
more than 7 points because we’re almost twice as far behind France.

So, if we want to have the same public services, the same State responses to certain 
needs, then we need to have the same collective resources. And that requires us 
to review them. Why don’t we have those resources? Essentially, it’s because there 
are lots of tax loopholes. There’s one loophole that is obvious and that’s the level 
of fraud and tax evasion, which is a big issue and widespread. This is a universal 
phenomenon. But it’s a problem. Then another shared problem is the lax fiscal 
treatment of capital income and, increasingly, of capital, estates, inheritances, etc. 
A lot of revenue gets lost this way. We’ll go into more detail on this over the course 
of the talk. But there are undoubtedly many places where, by simply applying fiscal 
justice, we can collect everything that’s missing. Basically, taxes are an instrument, 
which is something that must be emphasized. Taxes guarantee our rights. So to the 
extent that we want to have the right to education, to healthcare, to housing, to 
security, to the democratic functioning of the State, to justice, etc. — all of this has 
to be paid with collective resources, with taxes. Paying taxes isn’t convenient for 
anyone, but many of us do it voluntarily and happily because we know that thanks to 
this our rights are protected and guaranteed. And above all, they’re guaranteed for 
those who most need them to be guaranteed. The very rich can obviously provide for 
their own healthcare, their own education, their own security. But for the other 95% 
— 99% — of the population, we either satisfy it collectively or we can’t do it at all.

Miguel Gorospe: Look at any proposal — in any of the areas of any Ministry 
— and nothing can be done if there aren’t any economic resources available. 
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Look at the sustainable development goals, for example. There are 30 goals. 
It was an impressive feat in 2015 when everybody strengthened the MDGs 
(Millenium Development Goals) to eliminate poverty. But how do you eliminate 
it? I mean, how do you get rid of world hunger, how do you expand access to 
education and healthcare to everyone? Well, there’s only one way, which is to 
have the resources to do it. It’s not the only way — but of course, if there are 
no resources, there’s no social justice whatsoever. That’s also our slogan.

The Plataforma has put forward a proposal, the State Agreement Against 
Tax Fraud, and it’s addressed to all political parties. As you explain, “In its 
current design, our model of taxation fails to guarantee rights and does not 
comply with the constitutional principles of equality and progressiveness.” 
Can you explain where this proposal for this agreement came from?

Miguel Gorospe: Actually, 4 years ago we suggested that a pact against tax fraud 
should be created. Why tax fraud? We have around 80 billion euros of tax fraud, which 
is outrageous. So what’s our problem? Well, if we don’t reduce tax fraud, there will 
always be a lack of resources. Always. So, we argued that tax fraud must be eliminated. 
We lobbied all the parties, and all the parties agreed. But it’s still not done. It hasn't 
been implemented. And now, in this legislative session, a law against tax fraud is 
being implemented. We’ve gotten involved, and we’ve managed to introduce some 
things by contributing to some of the articles in interesting ways. So, what are we 
realizing? That we have to reduce tax fraud as well as change the format, as Juan was 
saying, of the tax reform that will come afterwards. We’re paying more than we should 
be paying simply because there’s immense tax fraud. Tax fraud, labor fraud, etc.

Juan Antonio Gimeno: Right. There are two reasons why we support the fiscal pact. 
First, because we believe this should lie outside of partisan battles. It has to be a 
shared goal for any party that seeks to ensure general welfare. Second, because 
citizens have a certain feeling of complacency. Not just because of the tax pardons, 
but also because, at some point, the People’s Party government reduced the statute of 
limitations for tax crimes to 4 years. Of course, with increasing complexity in business, 
tax evasion, and instruments for tax avoidance, 4 years is too short of a period for 
a proper inspection. The penalties seem light. We also believe that addressing this 
requires greater fiscal awareness on the part of the citizens themselves. It feels like 
there’s a certain indifference toward tax fraud, which is considered a misdemeanor. Or 
it’s the other way around — that those who don’t cheat when they can are almost seen 
as fools. That’s why one of the amendments that we’ve managed to include — in this 
case in the Education Law — is that schools should include education in tax awareness 
— what taxes are for, why we all have to pay. Otherwise, we end up with “free-riders” 
or freeloaders who don’t pay taxes but then enjoy public services. And that awareness, 
as Miguel was saying, makes it so that people pay their taxes — either voluntarily or 
obligatorily — since the income from salaried work is monitored more. And I would say 
the tax pressure in that area is comparable to the European standard, but on the other 
hand, many other sectors don’t pay taxes. This also requires a review of the legislation 
itself — which sometimes includes excessive tax benefits, deduction opportunities, 
etc. — which don’t benefit the general interest, which reduce tax collection, and 
which are a channel for tax laboratories to look for ways to avoid paying taxes. 

According to the text of the proposal in this agreement, you advocate for 
“progressive,” “sufficient,” and “equitable” taxation to achieve social justice. Can 
you explain what each of these adjectives means in the context of a fair fiscal policy?
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Juan Antonio Gimeno: The first part is simply that the Constitution is complied with, 
because the Constitution says that the system should be exactly that. “Progressive” 
means that those who have a greater ability to pay should pay more. “Equitable” 
means that under equivalent circumstances the same should be paid and under 
unequal circumstances the same should be paid in an appropriately distinct manner. 
And “sufficient,” to emphasize the flip side, means that it needs to be enough for 
the level of public services, the welfare state, benefits — the rights that we want to 
have. Society has to decide what public services it wants and, based on that, what 
resources it needs and then distribute them equitably and progressively. It’s basically 
like a neighborhood association. The neighborhood association thinks about the 
expenses it has and what each person pays. So it’s essentially the same. Our big 
neighborhood association is a State, and we have to decide what expenses we want to 
have and, based on that, how to distribute it in such a way that each person supports 
it proportionally. The person who barely has enough to eat should contribute little; 
the one who has a lot of resources, a lot of wealth, logically should contribute more. 

If the Plataforma is demanding a progressive, equitable, and sufficient fiscal policy, 
it’s because the current fiscal policy is neither progressive, nor equitable, nor 
sufficient. If that’s the case, what fiscal policy is currently being used in Spain?

Juan Antonio Gimeno: We have an unfair and inequitable fiscal policy because labor 
income is really bearing the burden of our budgets. It’s significant that, for years, 
labor income has been less than 50% of the national income — always varying a 
little depending on crises — and yet labor income represents between 90% and 95% 
of the income tax. It’s true that some might say, “no, but there are other taxes on 
these companies.” Yes, but actually, the income tax depends proportionally on labor 
income. Capital income accounts for less than 5% of the total tax collection. So this 
shows that there’s an injustice, that too much payment is based on indirect taxes 
and these, in turn, should be revised. Basic, necessary products are being taxed at 
moderate to high rates under the VAT (Value Added Tax). Why, in contrast, is there 
not a higher tax on luxury goods? Why, for example, is so much attention placed on 
Social Security contributions? Well, according to a study by FEDEA — which is by no 
means sympathetic to the left — with the exception of the last bracket of the richest 
population, the next highest payers are the lowest earners in our society. Because 
they’re paying contributions to Social Security, and they’re paying VAT and indirect 
taxes. So, in proportion to their incomes, the lower levels are paying more than the 
intermediate levels. This obviously indicates that the system isn’t equitable. And that 
obviously implies that — linking it to your question — society ends up being more 
unfair. Unfortunately, Spain has the highest rates. It always places among the 3 or 
4 countries with the most inequality, with the most risks. Aside from child poverty, 
youth poverty, and other reasons, one of the most significant reasons for this is the 
redistributive capacity of the State. Redistributive capacity corrects the inequalities 
generated by the market. And it’s weaker in Spain than in most European countries. 
Since this possible compensatory factor is weaker, it leads to greater inequality. 

Miguel Gorospe: Well, the inequality we have is one of the highest in Europe, which 
clearly demonstrates the injustice that exists. For example, right now the Gini index 
is 34 for Spain and the European average is 30. This means that we have about 10 
million people in relative poverty, which is outrageous. It’s clear that the system isn’t 
working. It’s laid out poorly. Part of it has to do with the collection of taxes, but another 
part has to do with the use of those resources. And we face limitations in both areas. 
We’re working to ensure that the use of resources is fair. There are eight autonomous 
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platforms in Spain that work on the autonomous budgets and lobby for education, 
healthcare, welfare, etc. — all of which depend on the Autonomous Communities — so 
that they have enough resources to cover their needs and can reduce this inequality.

What conditions and factors lead to the increase of social inequality, and what 
is the relationship between a fair fiscal policy and decreasing this inequality?

Juan Antonio Gimeno: Along these lines, just five months before the pandemic 
became widespread, we published a study that showed that there were two 
autonomous communities in Spain — Madrid and Catalonia — that devoted far fewer 
resources to healthcare than all the others. And so, it’s no coincidence that the rates of 
COVID infection, the greatest lags in response and vaccination, etc. were always highest 
in these two communities. There’s a clear correlation. If you devote less spending to 
primary care, if you don’t give it enough resources, then you shouldn’t expect the 
healthcare response to be adequate. So there’s this deterioration of services and, in 
the end, the health and lives of so many people depend on that. And the same is true 
in education. In other words, when we talk about the cause of inequality, we have to 
go to the source. So, of course, we have to look at the labor market, labor legislation, 
etc., but we also have to look at fraud in the labor market. I mentioned before that 
labor inspection — like tax inspection — receives only half as many resources in Spain 
as the European average. So, this means that inequality gets generated from the very 
start. For example, the fact that there’s no public education in the earliest age groups — 
well, studies show this is one of the clearest determinants of inequality. The increasing 
privatization of education is also one of the signs of inequality later on. The so-called 
“social elevator” has practically disappeared in Spain because the limitations caused 
by being born in one place or another stick with you forever. There used to be hope 
anyway. People knew that they could gradually get access to university. Until the 90s, 
going to university was a luxury, and since then it’s become more widespread. We can 
now say that we have very acceptable levels of access to education, but it no longer 
guarantees social advancement. Why? Because there are different starting points in the 
educational process itself that are leading to worse performance, worse possibilities, 
etc., which shape future inequalities. So, once again, fiscal justice would provide a 
remedy to correct this and give more possibilities for the “social elevator” to work.

In your proposal you talk about the need for both companies and individuals 
to adopt “fiscally responsible criteria.” What does this concept refer to?

Miguel Gorospe: Well, to begin with, it goes back to what we were telling you — that 
you have to be aware that without taxes you can’t do anything. The lack of knowledge 
and awareness among the general public and at the business level on the subject 
of taxes is considerable. They’re thought of as just a fee you have to pay and that’s 
it. But no. There are some obligations. One of the members of the Plataforma is the 
Observatorio de Responsabilidad Social Corporativa (Corporate Social Responsibility 
Observatory). It’s essential to be aware of the need for companies to work together. 
The income represented by taxes in Spain right now is half of what it was in 2009. Due 
to the whole issue of tax havens and so on, they’ve been reduced by half. There’s no 
obligation to pay these taxes at the corporate level. And there should be awareness 
in this sector. Right now, in the United States, in Spain, in China, there are a number 
of people who are saying, “I don’t want to work, and I’m going to do something else.” 
What’s behind that? Well, it’s true — I’m supposed to go to a place and kill myself all 
day long, and then they pay me next to nothing for my work? All this is interrelated.
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Is there a relationship between tax fraud and job insecurity or 
uncertainty around the conditions that guarantee a decent life?

Juan Antonio Gimeno: Many companies shield themselves with liability. They say 
“no, no, no, what we do is legal.” And in the business world they’re becoming more 
and more aware of the fact that putting the shareholder first is resulting in greater 
inequality, growing injustice, and a reaction from society. So they’re trying to be 
accountable to all groups: consumers, workers, society as a whole, the environment, 
etc. So, this accountability leads us to say, “look, it’s your responsibility not to 
shamelessly use tax shelters to avoid paying taxes. That is, it may not be illegal, but it’s 
clear that you’re using it to avoid paying taxes.” An example of this are these chains of 
intermediary companies. All this is connected to the issue of needing a social contract, 
of renewing the social contract. We had a social contract in the past, in the 60s and 
the 70s. This social contract led to the highest levels of growth and the greatest 
reduction of inequality in the history of mankind — and with high taxes. Let’s remember 
that in the United States the top marginal income tax rate reached 90% when today 
going over 50% is considered confiscatory. And it didn’t disincentivize work; instead, 
the experience was quite the opposite. Increased equality, increased progressiveness, 
increased justice also leads to increased growth. These aren’t conflicting goals. 
Who argues the opposite? Well, the top 5%, who get richer and richer.

What has happened from the 1960s onwards to intensify both the 
reduction of social rights and the increase in social inequality?

Juan Antonio Gimeno: Well, there’s a whole wave that begins with the revolution — 
symbolized to some extent by Thatcher and Reagan — but which is really the whole 
neoliberal offensive. In some ways, in light of the triumph of a certain social-democratic 
way of thinking in Europe, the ultraliberals — those with the most resources — set about 
creating “Think Tanks,” opinion centers, buying up the media, etc. to start spreading 
these ideas. There’s a debate in the movie Vice that depicts misinformation around 
the inheritance tax quite well. For example, in our platform there are many trade union 
members, and all of them say that “the inheritance tax isn’t relevant for us, our people 
aren’t affected by it.” That is, this message — which has been repeated over and over 
again through distortions, misinformation, and generalizations — has taken root in 
society. If we add financial globalization and its changes to the economic model to this, 
then the current economic model becomes increasingly financial. Real transactions 
represent 5% of global movement because 95% is pure finance and, I’d say, pure 
speculation, gambling. And so this means there are more and more financial funds 
looking for quick returns. And this is influencing the behavior of companies. It’s resulting 
in them practically controlling the media. They’re very powerful lobbies in all media. So 
there are more and more articles saying that democracy is in danger because it’s been 
taken over by these economic powers. And all of this means that, for example, financial 
capital pays practically no taxes. So this is a tremendous injustice, and it starts to favor 
the fact that more and more funds go towards speculation and not to real investment. 
So, when people say “you’re against business” — no. We’re in favor of companies that 
create jobs, which are a factor of progress. We’re against pure financial speculation, 
which has no positive social impact. In other words, the real purpose of the financial 
system is to channel savings towards investment — but productive investment, not 
speculative investment. These are all very broad debates that the Plataforma can’t 
get into. But we’re aware that this financial globalization favors tax shelters and 
creates a whole conglomerate where legal tax evasion is increasingly widespread. 
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Miguel Gorospe: Just one piece of information. The amount of global financial 
speculation — if we add up the GDP of all countries — should be around 60-70 trillion 
euros. The global financial speculation that currently exists is over 10,000 trillion. 60 
versus 10,000 each year. Which means that if all of this speculation paid just a tiny 
tax, most of these problems would be solved, the sustainable development goals 
could be met. If you buy a bag of potatoes, you’re going to pay 4%. But if you buy 
a ranch, you’re not going to have any problem with speculation. And there’s this 
whole world that’s almost untouched. There’s now talk in Europe of introducing a 
tax on financial transactions. But speculation and the damage it does is absolutely 
outrageous because it means the world’s power is moving in that direction.

In the model of casino capitalism, is speculation exempt from taxation?

Miguel Gorospe: Yes, basically, because they’re theoretically going to pay 
capital gains when they’re done, but there are instruments that ensure 
that you’re never done. And, in fact, it’s exempt if you move it from one 
fund to another and reinvest it, etc. The lobby works very effectively.

The Plataforma has raised its voice against tax fraud and tax 
havens. Can you explain what a “tax haven” is?

Miguel Gorospe: Yes. Well, we call them “tax shelters.”

Juan Antonio Gimeno: We prefer “shelters” because it’s poorly 
translated from English. That is, someone translated it poorly.

Miguel Gorospe: I think it was the French.

Juan Antonio Gimeno: It was the French who translated it poorly. Because 
in English it’s “tax haven,” and we’ve translated it as “ paradise.” 

Miguel Gorospe: I think the French were the ones who said “fiscal paradis.” And 
from there, we translated it as “tax paradise.” But, it’s not heaven, it’s a hideout.

Juan Antonio Gimeno: A criminal’s hideout.

Miguel Gorospe: Of course. There’s a topic that, as I mentioned before, we put forward 
in 2011, which was “No to Tax Havens.” At the time nobody knew anything about tax 
havens. So we made a little video, which is still out there. We explained what a tax 
haven is. It’s basically hiding. It’s a lack of transparency, and that’s where the “best” of 
the world hides out. All the drug trafficking, all the arms trafficking, human trafficking, 
all the corruption, law-breaking, all the human research. Everything you can think of — 
the worst is there. All the speculation and tax fraud is there. Let’s say that right now 
the British area of influence is the biggest, where there are the most tax havens. It’s 
the country with the most, around 80%. Although the total there may not be 80% — it 
may be more — because it depends on how we classify it. So, the battle ends up being 
about whether or not they exist. In Europe, they’ve been accepted because you say, 
“No, no, I’m transparent because I’m sharing the data you’re asking for.” But that’s not 
the issue because I need all of that data to be able to investigate. And it might take 
you months or years to give it to me before I can say that you’re not being transparent.
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How is it that tax shelters are legal?

Juan Antonio Gimeno: Of course. First, we need the political will to eliminate 
them. Then the issue is that it might be said that a country — or even 
an autonomous community — can set taxes as low as they want.

Miguel Gorospe: Zero.

Juan Antonio Gimeno: A proposal to create a global pact, a minimum global 
corporate tax rate, has recently been introduced. The OECD (Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and Development) is studying why corporate headquarters 
move their accounting profits around the world, to places where it’s in their interest 
to do so. So this would mean saying, “Let’s see, do these tax shelters make any 
sense economically?” Because if they have employees there, activity, and so on it 
makes sense. But if there are ten thousand companies located there, on the same 
floor — that seems really strange, right? It’s that type of scheme that’s clearly set 
up to deceive and to hide. And not only that, they also get favorable tax treatment 
to avoid being taxed twice for their shares. That’s what we were talking about 
before — about the clear indifference that exists. If you have something in a tax 
shelter, you should automatically be unable to enjoy tax benefits, public contracts, 
or anything else. That is, either we all play fair, or we all put our cards on the table 
and each one of us plays our own game. But taking advantage of all those situations 
is part of that game. And it’s true that it’s difficult to control this internationally 
because, as Miguel has pointed out, some of the tax shelters are in countries that 
can veto whether measures are taken to limit them. It’s an important problem.

Is there a connection between the increase in tax shelters and political corruption?

Miguel Gorospe: Well, it doesn’t really matter if you just have one in 
Switzerland, right? I mean, if you have one, that’s enough. You can support 
all the corruption in the world with just one. I mean, the political will often 
isn’t there, because there’s corruption that prevents that political will.

Juan Antonio Gimeno: They’re interrelated.

The Tax Agency is sort of like the tax police of our country. Does 
it have the ability to track down and report tax shelters?

Miguel Gorospe: For the first part, yes. It would have the ability to track quite 
a lot legally, but the thing is that they have very few employees. Right now, the 
resources that Spain has in terms of personnel in the Tax Agency — and all the tax 
administrations — is 52 people per 10,000 inhabitants. The European average is 83 
and the German average is 160, more or less. So we’re far behind. Then we pretend 
that this is a European issue. And yes, there’s a very harmful rule in the EU, but it’s one 
of the basic principles of the EU, which is that of unanimity in tax matters. It means 
that all countries in Europe have to vote yes for a certain tax rule to be implemented. 
So, what happens? There’s Ireland, which acts as a tax haven; the Netherlands, which 
also acts as a tax haven; Luxembourg, which is obviously a tax haven; Malta and 
Cyprus. And all together they make up less than 5% of the European population. But 
it doesn’t matter because they’re capable of paralyzing any European movement.
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Juan Antonio Gimeno: Here’s something that I believe is true — the more we make 
decisions at a higher geographical level, the more effective they can be. What 
Spain does will always be much less effective than what the entire European Union, 
the OECD, or other bodies do. But it’s also the policy itself. One of our members, 
Gesta, has reported that, within the Tax Agency, 80% of resources are dedicated 
to taxpayers as a whole and only 20% to high incomes, companies, and estates. 
To put it another way, 20% is dedicated to 90% of the source of tax evasion and 
fraud, whereas 80% is dedicated to the remaining 10%. I’m shocked when I receive 
a 10-page tax return because I have to justify a donation to an NGO that maybe 
I haven’t declared or whatever. Then, for the 12 euros that I’ve saved in taxes, the 
resources that are being devoted — even if it’s only on paper — Wouldn’t it make 
sense for you to devote at least half your resources to pursue the large estates 
and companies that actually commit fraud? And yes, it’s all well and good that we 
should be monitored — I absolutely agree. But it makes no sense to consider the 
ordinary citizen a criminal and pay almost no attention to the big fraudsters.

Miguel Gorospe: There are two huge limitations. One of them is the number of people, 
as we’ve mentioned. We have half the people devoted to this as we should. On one 
hand, there’s that limitation. But, on the other hand, what Juan was saying is that 
if you set a limit for your tax specialists — who are the ones that investigate — and 
they cannot investigate over 4 million — or, if it’s partial, over 5 million — then it’s 
ridiculous. This means that a medium-sized company can’t be inspected. You reduce 
the capability of these experts to investigate. Then there are the tax inspectors who 
can investigate the rest. But many of them are in political or administrative positions.

Juan Antonio Gimeno: The revolving doors here are incredible. That is, almost all 
the tax inspectors end up working for the fraudsters. It seems that the State invests 
in training people who — after learning how the Treasury and Inspection Agency 
work — go on to advise large companies and financial institutions and others 
on how to defraud. So, some measure of discrepancy should be taken because 
it’s a disgrace. That is, we’re devoting resources to train people to investigate, 
and they end up becoming the main agents working against the Treasury. 

Miguel Gorospe: I maybe wouldn’t say almost all of them, but well, it’s not…

Juan Antonio Gimeno: But a majority. A majority of 
inspectors end up in the private sector. 

Thinking about what you were saying, is it only possible to inspect 
tax fraud by carrying out interventions at the European level?

Juan Antonio Gimeno: There are certain measures that would be more effective at 
the European level. The fight against tax shelters, the tax on financial transactions 
in a broad sense, rules for corporate tax rates. A European corporate tax would 
be a measure that would perhaps be more effective at the European level.

Miguel Gorospe: It’s also currently. . .

Juan Antonio Gimeno: It’s on the table.
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The Plataforma supports the idea of a fair tax policy as a means of 
generating a fair model of society. An essential tool for the achievement 
of fair taxation is the payment of taxes. Can you explain what a tax is?

Miguel Gorospe: A tax is a sum of money that the inhabitants of a country pay 
to have public social services, so that the country can function. Then you have to 
look at the ministries that exist: the one that deals with public works, the one that 
takes care of hospitals, labor, etc. In short, all of that depends on certain sums 
of money being paid. And of course, when you only look at your private options 
— “no, I take my child to the school I want and I pay for private insurance” — you 
forget that you’re driving on roads that were built by everyone, you have security 
provided by the country to live with peace of mind, you have justice, etc. So, there’s 
either a tax that covers the country’s needs or you lack the resources you need. 

Juan Antonio Gimeno: Yes. Theoretical definitions start by saying a tax is a 
coercive, obligatory payment — you’re forced to pay it. And then the liberals say, 
“See? It’s coercion.” And well, it’s the same coercion as if you get a coffee in a cafe 
and they coerce you to pay the price. It’s the price we pay for public services. So 
it’s not true that it prevents freedom of choice. You can choose not to pay, but 
then you shouldn’t walk down the street, right? Because the street is ours and 
you’re not paying for it. So the social contract is implicit here in a certain sense. 
That is, we make a pact among ourselves that there are a number of expenses 
that we either pay together, and enjoy together, or we don’t have them. 

It’s common to talk about tax fraud and fiscal fraud together. 
Are these terms talking about the same thing?

Juan Antonio Gimeno: Yes, well, the fiscal concept is a bit broader because there can 
also be fiscal fraud. For example, if you receive a subsidy, a tax benefit, or a public 
benefit that you weren’t entitled to. That’s also fiscal fraud. That should be emphasized. 
Taxes are on one side and fiscal fraud has to do with income and spending.

Who regulates the raising and lowering of taxes in Spain and 
what criteria are used to make these decisions?

Juan Antonio Gimeno: Decisions related to the tax burden are made by 
the legislature. The Congress has to approve changes. It must always be 
by law, for any tax. It’s a Constitutional requirement. And of course, the 
initiative is usually taken by governments. Parliaments can correct, but the 
initiative is always governmental. Then we’d say that the controversy isn’t 
about raising or lowering taxes. What’s controversial is achieving equity. 

What position does the Plataforma por la Justicia Fiscal take 
regarding the debates on raising or lowering taxes? 

Juan Antonio Gimeno: We’d say that we could reduce that gap — that difference 
in resources compared to the EU — not by raising taxes, but by making those 
who don’t pay what they owe — either because of fraud, legislation that allows 
it, favoritism, benefits that certain incomes get, etc. — pay it. Therefore, just 
by correcting those aspects we could collect what we need. Therefore, it’s 
not a matter of raising taxes. I’d almost say that we’re against raising taxes if 
they’re unfairly distributed. We’re against lowering taxes because that means 
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further reducing public services and the level of our rights. We’re in favor of 
collecting more by collecting from those who don’t pay what they owe.

Why do large companies or certain taxpayers enjoy preferential 
treatment when it comes to paying taxes?

Miguel Gorospe: Because of what we mentioned before. There’s this whole area 
of labor fraud, fiscal fraud, tax havens, etc. On one hand, that’s why they pay 
much less. On the other hand, interest rates have also been reduced. Before it 
was 35% for large companies, and now it’s been lowered to 25%. Then there’s 
also an issue that hasn’t been mentioned, which is the power that a company 
has because it says that it creates jobs. And Spain’s a country with 3 million 
unemployed. So it demands special treatment. That’s part of the issue.

Juan Antonio Gimeno: On the corporate side, it’s essential to separate the nominal 
and effective tax burden. Since there are so many tax benefits, possible deductions, 
allowances, deferrals and so on, what happens is that large companies actually pay 
less than medium and small ones. Why? Because they have a tax team — often 
from the “revolving door” —  that advises them on how to take advantage of that 
plethora of possible benefits from tax engineering, of using tax shelters, of falsely 
placing profits in places where the tax burden is lower, etc. So, using legal or paralegal 
loopholes to pay less happens more in large companies rather than small ones, 
as well as with large taxpayers rather than small ones. We’ve seen it with some 
of these scandals with soccer players. They usually say, “I did what my tax advisor 
told me.” That is, these people have to pay someone to think about how to pay the 
fewest taxes possible in paralegal ways. That is, it’s a legal loophole, but it almost 
always stretches the spirit of the law. And then in the case of individuals, some 
incomes clearly receive preferential treatment compared to other incomes. Labor 
incomes are very closely monitored — even financial incomes like real estate assets 
— because they pay a lot of taxes at both state and local levels as well. On the other 
hand, financial income pays practically nothing; estates pay less and less, etc.

How is the investment of Spanish tax income in different sectors determined?

Miguel Gorospe: The first thing that happens is that most budgets tend to be almost 
the same the following year, with some increases. Then, in the case of armaments, 
for example, it’s decided by the Ministry of Defense. While in education only part 
of it is decided by the Ministry of Education. The Autonomous Communities receive 
the funds, and so they control that budget. So we work in both directions. We’re 
more concerned with what’s affordable. Right now, the members of Congress are 
reviewing the amendments to the State budget — and there are 5,500 amendments. 
If you read the amendments, there’s everything from small things — like building 
a street in Reus — to large state projects. So, what happens? We don’t end up 
having enough time to look over the budgets, review them and say in an event, 
for example: “Hey, look, you can’t invest 20% more in this one thing and 10% 
less in another thing.” Ultimately the decisions are made by the government, 
or the autonomous governments, and they’re the ones we try to influence.

Tax policy and public spending policy always seem to be a 
partisan issue. Should it be a matter for the State?

Juan Antonio Gimeno: Of course. Tax policy can be a State issue. The structure of 
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taxation — and the equity of the tax system — should be an agreed upon issue with 
little variation. Still, it’s difficult because there are those who fight for the State to be 
as small as possible and others who fight for it to be as big as possible. But, on the 
other hand, it’s clear that there are value judgments made in decisions related to 
spending policy. If it were something so clear and technical, instead of elections we’d 
hold competitive examinations to lead the government. That is, obviously that’s why it’s 
important to vote and why it’s important to choose who we vote for because they’re 
going to set the policy priorities. This means that — depending on the dominance 
of more right-leaning or left-leaning forces — public spending will have a bias. It’s 
formally decided by the parliaments, but it’s really decided by the governments. 

And then you can also see that there's some shameful spending. For example, 
defense spending is unpopular. Polls ask: “Do you want more spending on education, 
pensions, health care?” Everyone answers yes. When asked if taxes should be raised, 
the answers are split. More and more people are aware that taxes have to be raised 
if they want more services. But on the other hand, when it comes to defense or 
security, there’s always support for reducing spending. One statistic that we can 
observe — and which we have to make progress on in our monitoring— is between 
what’s budgeted and what actually gets spent. For example, I was once invited 
to a debate on defense spending. I had to study up a bit, and I saw that the gap 
between what was budgeted and what was spent was surprising — it was more 
than double. That is, throughout the year small modifications get introduced and, 
ultimately, much more gets spent. But then that spending isn’t monitored by anyone, 
and a very large expense might show up for something that there wasn’t spending 
allocated to. The budget has a certain appearance. So we should all follow it and 
ask “what has it really been spent on” because there are quite a few differences. 

Are job insecurity and the underground economy 
both causes of the increase in fiscal fraud?

Juan Antonio Gimeno: I would say that as the underground economy grows, so 
does fiscal fraud. Because job insecurity is at the root of inequality, of disillusionment, 
of so many things. Because, of course, the behaviors themselves can become 
generalized, where people say “people leave home later in Spain.” Of course, how 
are they going to leave home when there’s widespread job insecurity, when there’s 
no security whatsoever. Birth rates are also falling. The underground economy 
is a source of injustice, of slavery-like conditions, and obvious fiscal fraud.

When we talk about an “underground economy” what 
kind of situation are we talking about? 

Miguel Gorospe: It’s an economy that isn’t contributing to the country’s tax 
system. There are two types of underground economy: one type is where there’s 
complete job insecurity, and the salesman goes around selling things. That’s a 
minor underground economy, and it makes complete sense that it exists when we 
consider the absolute misery and extreme poverty that many people in Spain suffer. 
And then there’s an underground economy that exists within different types of 
organizations. For example, in bars or in construction companies. In this case, there 
are all the big construction companies that are hiring people without a contract, 
paying them in cash — which could feel like a perk. But overall, it’s reducing their 
rights because they’re not getting, for example, the right to unemployment benefits, 
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to severance pay, their pension will be lower, etc. When you hire a person for four 
hours, but you have them work for eight hours, then you’re reducing their rights. 

Do you think an update to the legal and judicial areas is needed to efficiently 
confront the challenges facing the tax system in the 21st century?

Juan Antonio Gimeno: Yes, without a doubt. I think we have to change almost 
everything. I often say that we teach economics with 20th century models that 
no longer work for the 21st century. We have a system shaped by globalization, 
ecological threat, technological change. We have to change the explanatory models 
and, therefore, change the responses too. It’s changing, but very slowly. And without 
a doubt, the tax system of the 21st century needs to focus at its core on how to 
stop this financial globalization that has become a machine for tax evasion. 

The interference of capitalism in the model of the welfare state is, in many ways, 
continuously undermining the foundations of the social contract. Is it possible 
that this interference could lead to the elimination of the tax collection system?

Miguel Gorospe: Yes, yes, of course. And that’s the direction it’s heading 
in. Ultraliberalism means that everything works within the market — as if 
the market actually exists. At the moment, huge companies are the ones 
calling the shots. One small detail: in Europe there are an estimated 20,000 
lobbyists in Brussels — so 20,000 lobbyists are influencing the policies of 
the MEPs and others. Of the 20,000 lobbyists, I believe there are less than a 
hundred from social organizations. That means that there are about 19,900 
who work every day of the year to get their proposals passed into law.

Juan Antonio Gimeno: And obstructing so that the others don’t pass. . .

Miguel Gorospe: Right, so that other laws don’t pass. And how? Well, by meeting 
with them. I don’t want to get into all the different types of light and heavy 
corruption they use to get their things done. That’s just the way it is, and the big 
companies are the ones that dominate. There’s no real market. It doesn’t exist.

Considering that the Plataforma por la Justicia Fiscal calls for 
an equitable fiscal policy, which economic model would be 
appropriate for the development of this type of policy?

Juan Antonio Gimeno: As we’ve said before, we have a wide range of people at the 
Plataforma, so we don’t have this debate. Precisely because different points of view 
could come up. From an objective point of view, it’s true that a fair and progressive 
tax system can coexist with a capitalist system. It’s more difficult with the financial, 
casino capitalist system. That is, as we mentioned before, in the 60s, 70s, it was 
determined that a fair and progressive system could coexist with a capitalist system 
that was efficient and growing and less unequal. What’s happened? This casino 
system is much less compatible because of the enormous power it’s acquired. 

Additionally, technological and globalized capitalism is probably leading to the market 
becoming dominated by fewer and fewer companies and more and more oligopolies 
with very strong monopolistic powers — which also causes the market to function 
worse. And it has too much power and influence over governments. And that means 
that the theoretical model of the market — which should theoretically work quite well — 
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comes to depend on negotiation and equilibrium between these major parties. So we 
can either legislate to achieve equilibrium, or the inequality in the system will grow even 
worse. What happens with this globalized system? Well, we also need to globalize our 
responses to these problems. And here we have to work at the international level to 
achieve these advances in inspection and so on. Obviously, it would probably be easier 
under another economic model. But at the Plataforma that’s not where we put our 
emphasis — both for internal balance and to say, “We’re going to go step by step, we’re 
going to ensure that we have the backbone right, and then we’ll talk about the rest.”

What educational activities has the Plataforma por la Justicia 
Fiscal developed, in both formal and informal spheres, to influence 
the development of tax awareness among citizens?

Miguel Gorospe: We have a working group, which is the awareness-raising group. 
Because we decided three years ago that raising awareness would be our most 
important line of work. It meets once a month and works in various ways. Today, for 
example, various conferences are happening in universities, in masters programs, etc, 
where this is being explained. Additionally, a series of short videos are being made 
to explain what’s happening with everything we’ve talked about. And then, there’s 
another line of work we were in, which had to do with the new education law, the 
LOMLOE (Organic Law of Education). We introduced the teaching of tax education 
and the social values of taxes into this law within “education on values.” So, if this is 
implemented in elementary school or in ESO, students learn what taxes are for, what 
taxes are, how they serve us, what kind of taxes there are, etc. Just so that everyone 
becomes aware that taxes are something important and that it’s essential that they 
exist if we want to have rights. There’s a clear awareness among younger people with 
respect to the issue of justice, so we’ve managed to include this issue in the law. It’s 
in the law. The curricula are being developed right now. We’ve been involved with 
a working group that came out of our work on education, working on the issue of 
what the curriculum should be like in relation to the issue of taxation. And that group 
is still alive. So, now we’re just waiting for the Ministry to give us the go ahead to 
introduce the topics in a different way — because we’re aware that it’s very boring to 
talk about taxes. So, we plan to do it in a fun way and through games in the classes. 

Juan Antonio Gimeno: Our idea is to have educational resources on the web so 
that teachers from any center can use them. We also produce articles and issue 
communiqués whenever we can. From time to time, we’ll hold a session in the 
regional parliaments themselves to raise awareness on the issue, since we’re 
just a drop in the bucket. But we try to put our drop in the bucket that is fiscal 
and social justice, as a sort of permanent trickle to see if we’ll leave a mark.

Do you apply this same training work in the political sphere through 
concrete proposals and active advocacy work in public policy?

Miguel Gorospe: We meet with all political parties. With everyone — and that means 
everyone — and we get all kinds of responses. We tell them about the importance of 
each of the issues, which they’re often unaware of because they’re busy with the day 
to day. And they thank us for it because all the information that we give them and 
the new approaches that we offer are certainly different. So, I’d say that we usually 
receive their support. In other words, we introduce amendments in Congress — but 
we can’t introduce them, the parties have to introduce them. So, we’ll say to the 
parties, “We’d introduce these amendments. Let’s see, what do you think? Would you 
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support them?” And they say, “Yes, yes, I do, I see it, I’ll discuss it with my group,” etc.

Palmar: It’s like small-scale lobbying.

Miguel Gorospe: Yes, that’s it. But then, I mean you have to be behind them. But I also 
say this from the point of view of awareness. If they see that it has a lot of support, that 
there are people behind them saying “look at these taxation issues, this is a very big 
issue. I’m not asking you to raise this tax or that one. I’m just saying that taxes should 
be paid. I’m saying that fraud should be controlled. I’m saying that this inequality 
shouldn’t exist, which is the result of taxes not being paid.” We have a tremendous 
cancer here, which is the fiscal hole we have of fraud, evasion, and avoidance.

Juan Antonio Gimeno: We could add to our slogan of “without fiscal justice, there’s 
no social justice” that “without fiscal conscience there’s no social conscience.” That 
is, once indifference sets in, it extends into labor, into contracts, and it leads to 
corruption. In other words, it’s a chain. Teaching fiscal awareness is ultimately about 
teaching that we have a responsibility to others, to society, to the environment, 
to everything that surrounds us, to behave honestly. Awareness has to do with 
conscience and consciousness, too — Those things are kind of foundational.

This year, Economistas sin Fronteras published a downloadable report on its 
website entitled “Research-Diagnosis on the State of Teaching Economics.” 
The results of this research condemn the lack of a heterodox approach that 
reflects the diversity of views on economics in university curricula. Juan, in 
addition to being one of the founders of Economistas sin Fronteras, you’re a 
university professor emeritus. What is your take on the results of this report?

Juan Antonio Gimeno: Well, I can say this with some self-criticism. That is, most 
of us university professors are, ultimately, conservative in our daily work. We 
end up using the textbooks that are on the market, and when you say — “Well, 
I’m going to use a textbook from this economist who I know has a different, 
critical, and progressive vision” — you’ll often find out that the textbook is just 
as conventional. So what I did in my courses, for example, was to continue 
with the conventional textbook, but 30% of the grade depended on giving 
an opinion on a question from a heterodox perspective on economics. 

Economistas sin Fronteras — since it has some publications on heterodox currents 
in economics — I’d make my students read it and then I’d ask them a free-response 
question. I just had to see what they had read and what their reasoning was — so that 
they would at least know about it and realize that another point of view is possible. 
Even within these heterodox views, there’s the Austrian school, which is ultraliberal. 
It’s true that most of these points of view are ecological, feminist, neo-Keynesian, 
Marxist. That is, there’s a whole series of currents that are more critical of capitalism. 
But there are also some liberal ones. Either way, they’re not orthodox. And also it’s 
a good thing that, after a certain year, the Nobel Prize in Economics changed their 
orientation. I remember one year they gave it to two speculators and, ironically, the 
funds they advised went bankrupt the following year. In other words, justice served. 
I believe that’s when the criticisms started, and then the Nobel Prize was given to 
Amartya Sen, and since then they’ve been more balanced. The latest Nobel Prizes also 
serve as a criticism of conventional theory. You see, analyzing the facts — not those 
beautiful models that you make in an office with a lot of mathematics, but the facts — 
it turns out that they absolutely contradict your theoretical model. That should force 
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us to rethink teaching. And unfortunately this is difficult because the easiest thing to 
do would be to follow the orthodoxy. And changing a paradigm is very complicated. 
Since everyone is already educated in that dominant paradigm, it perpetuates itself.

Throughout the interview we’ve been discussing different keys and 
mechanisms for fixing the existing fiscal fraud situation. For example, 
you mentioned the need for social awareness for the development of tax 
awareness, the implementation of an equitable state tax policy, the creation 
of a consensus on minimums at the European level or on updates to current 
legislation — for example, with the implementation of laws such as Law 
11/2021 in the fight against fiscal fraud. What else would you add to this list?

Juan Antonio Gimeno: As an example, one of the things that I — as a scholar of 
finance — have evolved in is that I’m increasingly in favor of keeping the tax system 
as simple as possible. That is, in the 60s there was a discussion of how to achieve the 
fairest income tax, taking into account all situations, etc. This made the tax system 
incredibly complex. The fight against evasion also became more complex, which 
ultimately harmed the honest taxpayer more than the fraudster. I was part of a debate 
in which I said — and I liked the analogy — that this is like a greyhound race. That is, 
it seems that the greyhound — the Treasury — is going to catch the fraudster — the 
hare — and when the dog’s about to catch it someone presses a button, and the hare 
accelerates. Well, the same thing sort of happens here. The more doors we open, 
the more we end up pestering the honest taxpayer and the less the fraudster, who 
always finds ways to defraud. So let’s make taxes very simple, and then match our 
spending with our needs. If it’s easier to monitor, declare, and pay taxes, we leave 
open fewer channels for evasion. I think simplifying taxes ends up helping everyone.

How should the inequality generated by different systems 
of oppression be reflected in tax policy?

Juan Antonio Gimeno: Well, I imagine it being more in spending policy than in tax 
policy. Why? I might ask myself, for example: “Should there be special benefits for the 
elderly?” Well, for me, I’m shocked by the fact that they’ve reduced the price of the 
transport pass so much because I have enough money to pay the normal price, which 
is already low. Instead of lowering it more, they should help people who are in need, 
and those people will get a reduction. But, generally speaking, to all elderly people? 
No. To people with disabilities? Well, of course, we have to support them, but there 
are people with disabilities who have a lot of resources and others who have none. 

We have to allocate resources according to our needs — but to put it into the tax 
system, I think that’s a mistake. I think it’s a mistake because it leads to a more 
indiscriminate approach, which isn’t necessarily fairer. And on top of that we 
complicate it because everyone can say: “Hey, what about my case, and my case, 
and my case?” And ultimately tax exemptions end up becoming equivalent to 25% 
of the total potential collection. That is, 25% of what gets collected is not really 
collected because it goes to tax benefits — credits, deductions for such and such 
circumstance, for such and such situation. Therefore, I believe that it’d be better 
to collect in a more egalitarian way, and then have adequate spending policies, 
have a basic income, pay attention to groups with particular needs, and so on.
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At the Plataforma you explain that a social welfare state model cannot exist 
without the application of an equitable tax policy that answers to criteria of 
responsibility and social justice. What do you mean by “welfare state.” 

Miguel Gorospe: I believe the definition essentially lies in economic, social, and 
cultural rights. It’s whether or not we have all of these rights that are, unfortunately, 
so scarce in this world. In a welfare state, there’s the right to education, the right to 
healthcare, the right to food, and the right to justice. That’s what’s important. Then to 
the extent that each country has, let’s say, different aspirations, it varies from country 
to country. But what this society essentially provides is security. And that’s where we 
are. Ultimately, what is social justice? Well, it’s this. That everyone has the right to all 
these things at a minimum. I believe that’s the way forward. We’ve been working on 
this for six years, and we can see that things are developing little by little. What I was 
saying before — that ten years ago we were explaining what a tax haven is — well, 
now everybody knows more or less what a tax haven is. So all this is advancing little by 
little, with a lot of effort. And proof of this is the fact we’re hosting most organizations 
at our meetings and there are people offering to do things. That’s fundamental. The 
work is enormous, endless, and it’s about — little by little — achieving small things.

Juan Antonio Gimeno: For me, a welfare society, the welfare state — its 
purpose is to agree on minimums for all fundamental rights that are 
guaranteed to the entire population. So, that’s the minimum. And from 
there — in a progressive way, according to needs — we’re going to give more 
help to the groups that have more difficulties. But there’s a minimum that 
should be the same for all — guarantees in healthcare, education, income, 
housing, basic rights. To guarantee those rights for the whole population. 

What is your take on the 2030 Agenda?

Miguel Gorospe: I think it’s very complete. It’s a tremendous aspiration 
that involves all countries, even if we don’t have a position…

Juan Antonio Gimeno: The Plataforma itself doesn’t have a position. We haven’t 
debated it. I — as part of Economistas sin Fronteras — believe that many more 
structural issues have been left untouched and that, in that sense, they aren’t 
enough. I remember we supported the Millenium Goals and more in the Plataforma 
of 2015. That is, we supported the goals, but also “and more.” And of course, 
the attention paid to fiscal issues is marginal, without a doubt. When for us, the 
issue feels necessary for everything else to happen. They don’t talk about tax 
shelters, they don’t pay attention to those things. So, from a personal perspective, 
then, it’s not enough. But the Plataforma itself doesn’t have a position. 

Miguel Gorospe: But it plays with what we were saying, that there’s no awareness 
of fiscal issues. You’re not aware that if you want to start up a hospital, you need 
resources. You need to have some income for pretty much anything you want to do. 
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That’s reflected in objective 10 — there are some fair contributions, but very few.

Thinking about your lives and career paths, how do you continue to nurture 
confidence in systemic transformation in a time marked by energy collapse, by the 
crisis of the civilizational model, and a general situation of political indifference?

Juan Antonio Gimeno: Well, I think that in my personal case, it’s the feeling that 
it’s not enough to be dissatisfied or to protest — like just sitting at the bar or cafe 
and doing nothing. I agree that there are structures that don’t work, but each and 
every one of us is responsible for our small part. Then, with our small part, we 
have to pitch in to fight for that other possible world, another possible taxation 
system, another possible society. Because if you don’t, you’re complicit — I wouldn’t 
say passive, but active because you’re not getting involved with everything that’s 
happening. So, in a way — just like what we say if you don’t vote — you’re losing the 
right to complain. I’d say that if you don’t do your part for a different society, you 
lose your right to complain because you’re responsible for society being like this.

Miguel Gorospe: I absolutely agree with what Juan’s saying. Perhaps I can go even 
further by talking about being aware of everything I’ve seen in my life. Let’s say, how 
unfair it is for me to  have received more than the global average in my life. That 
gives me a responsibility to be pitching in, so that everyone can be a part of it. 

Juan Antonio Gimeno: That is, in everything, everyone is responsible according to 
“their ability to.” We used to say it regarding taxes — you have to pay according to 
your ability to pay. If you have more, you have to pay more. Based on what Miguel 
was saying, first and foremost there are the privileges we’ve had. Those of us who 
were born in a privileged place, privileged position — who also have more ability, 
more time, more resources, more relationships, more possibilities—  also have 
more responsibility. Without a doubt, we have to demand more from ourselves 
than from other people who sometimes can’t even protest because they’re in a 
situation of semi-slavery and dependence that makes it very difficult for them.

In any case, everyone can add their grain — some will be able to add 
one grain and others will have to add 100, 1,000, or 10,000. But if 
we add up all the grains, maybe we’ll achieve something.

Unfortunately, the financial powers have thousands and thousands of grains and, 
therefore, our efforts are advancing very slowly. Sometimes it feels like we’re not 
making progress, but I have the feeling that we’re making progress on some things. For 
example, I’m thinking of basic income. When I started to write about a basic income, 
people said, “You’re crazy!” Nobody paid attention to us until there were more of us. 
Now it’s part of the debate and there are more people who accept it as a possibility. In 
other words, things are moving forward. For example, the fact that a number of nations 
have agreed to establish minimum social taxation is already an important step forward. 
In that sense, I’m more optimistic than those who say that it’s not very much or that 
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hardly anything will change. Well, it has changed some things. Just like in the EU with 
this whole “collective resources plan” it’s a qualitative leap. That is, we’re beginning 
to talk about a certain common policy. So, bricks are being laid, but even building a 
house will cost us a lot. As the song goes, “maybe neither you, nor I, nor the others will 
ever see it,” but things are coming to fruition thanks to the work of others before us.

Miguel Gorospe: I have no doubt that there’s clear progress. Very much little 
by little. And of course, there are many people who pretty much only see 
change when there’s clear progress. I can tell you that we’ve managed to do 
things. For example, we’ve gotten an act on tax havens through the Congress 
of Deputies. Well, that may seem like nothing, but they’re just a few drops 
falling on a field that will someday be soaked, and then maybe flowers will start 
to appear. Every single thing we do are these little drops in the bucket.
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Who are you and what relationship do you have 
with the Mercado Social de Madrid?

My name is Luis Esteban Rubio. At the moment, I’m the coordinator 
of the technical team at Mercado Social de Madrid. We finished our 
coordination meeting a couple weeks ago, and we’re going to start 
coordinating on a provisional basis. We’ll meet every six months, so we 
can help members of the technical team move forward with all their 
responsibilities. This also means we can rotate through these coordination 
positions, which involve more work. We’re happy to do it, but we also think 
we need to take care of ourselves and that this should be the formula. 

I studied Law and Political Science, and I’m working on a doctorate 
in Philosophy of Law. I’ve been involved in environmental 
activism for about 10 years, and I consider it a lever of change. I 
was in the world of education, and I believe that the social and 
solidarity economy and cooperativism are that lever of change. 
That’s what we have to bet on, and that’s why I’m here.

On Wednesday, February 22, 2012, the “beta” version of the Mercado 
Social de Madrid was introduced at the Traficantes de Sueños 
bookstore. This presentation was part of REAS Madrid, and it 
also included the introduction of the first social currency of the 
Mercado, Boniato, which later became “Etics.” Where did this idea 
come from? Who are the driving forces behind this initiative?

Well, first I’d say that it comes from wonderful people. I was not here at 
the time; I was involved in other things. It came about during 15-M. The 
idea came from REAS — the wonderful people at REAS — who began to 
say three things. They began to say “we’re in the midst of 15-M and a 
serious economic crisis, and the economy is completely detached from 
society. So how can we create an economy that’s closer to the people 
and meets their needs?” Because that’s what the economy is all about 
— producing goods and services to meet those needs. But it must meet 
those needs while also respecting human rights, animal welfare, the 
sustainability of the planet, and the viability of the political community. 
This is very important because the common good of society, the viability 
of the political community, the public sector — none of it can function 
if taxes don’t get paid. So to the people who say that the public sector 
puts its hand in your pocket and takes your money, we’d say — in the 
spirit of republicanism — that we should be proud to contribute our 
work in the form of taxes — so that we can have infrastructure, quality 
services, and a public sector that works. That was the first idea.
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The second idea we saw was the need for organizations that were already beginning 
to operate within the principles of the solidarity economy to start joining together as 
a group. They were — I wouldn’t say scattered because they were around REAS — but 
we said, “Ok, why don’t we try a new formula, so we can reach a higher degree of 
integration, a higher degree of cooperation.” That was the idea for a social market.

And then there was a third idea. The progressive space — amidst social transformation 
and dealing with the challenges of our time — has generally focused on the political 
and social sides — as well as the labor union side, of course. It hasn’t focused on the 
economic side as much. The hypothesis here is, first of all, that Eurocommunism creates a 
State/market duality and that we couldn’t put our focus there. That wasn’t an alternative. 
Social democracy after World War II built a welfare state, but it's “welfare capitalism,” of 
course. Ultimately, we’ve ended up uncritically accepting capitalist enterprise without any 
intermediate forms. Capitalism swallowed up the market, and we haven’t been able to 
find an economic way out. Right now we need a different model to support and argue 
for. So it’s not only a question of a change in the political and social spheres, but also 
that we’re going to bet on the economic sphere — on producing goods and services.

You mentioned a sort of confluence between 15-M and the birth of the Mercado 
Social de Madrid. Can you explain how the two events are related? 

I think it was a defining moment for the emergence of the Mercado Social de 
Madrid. 15-M happened in 2011, and the Mercado Social started in 2012 — we 
began amidst 15-M. I’m glad you asked this question because we have to continue 
defending 15-M. It seems to me that there’s been a kind of negative stigmatization 
of 15-M in the imaginary — or that it’s no longer characterized positively. The 
same thing has happened in Chile with the October movement of 2019. At the 
start there was a lot of popular support, but there have been efforts to make 
it less positive in the imaginary. So we defend 15-M. We feel we are sons and 
daughters of 15-M. We also argue that the rebellious don’t just say no — rather 
their first move is to say yes. We’re not just part of a political-social protest. 
Instead, we’re saying, “Brothers and sisters, we can produce goods and services 
in a different way. Consume here. We’re improving, we’re moving forward.”

We always give the example that in the demonstration that Greta Thunberg 
attended — organized by COP25 in Madrid — there were 500,000 people. It 
was the largest environmental demonstration in the history of Spain. If at the 
demonstration — instead of saying “Down with Endesa, down with Iberdrola, 
no more greenwashing” — they would’ve said, “friends, not only do we have to 
put pressure on politicians, not only do we have to vote for other politicians, but 
tomorrow we should all go to Som Energía or La Corriente” — I’m mentioning these 
because we’re in Madrid — “We’ll switch to these companies because economic 
action is needed.” Endesa and Iberdrola have gotten used to demonstrations against 
them. What we went through this summer was crazy, and still nothing’s happened. 
So it’s important to have the type of positive action that leads to more action — 
That’s how we’re going to start biting the tail of the dragon. Not only are people 
demonstrating, but then they are also putting those businesses in jeopardy. 

What legal structure was used to register the Mercado Social de Madrid?

There are different structures. The Mercado Social de Madrid is connected to other 
territories through the Mercado Social de Aragón, the Mercado Social de Euskadi, etc. 
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Here in Madrid, we decided on the Integral Cooperative form, for several reasons — 
but I’m going to mention two to keep it brief. First, it guarantees us a greater degree 
of internal inter-cooperation because this reinforced cooperation allows organizations 
to provide goods and services to each other and also encourages relationships 
between sectors. That is, it’s no longer just that I have a company and I pay for 
electricity, pay my insurance, work with a bank, with the people from the cooperative 
itself. Instead, I may have a company in a certain sector, and I’ll be part of the chain 
of production and I’ll be in contact with other companies of the group. The second 
reason is that it’s also beneficial in terms of product development. That is, if you 
already know that within this integrated cooperative you have conscious consumers 
who are going to consume your products — in addition to the suppliers themselves 
— this internal mutual support, this internal consumption, is very encouraging. It’s 
not a typical network of companies, but I feel committed to these companies that 
are working hard to make these goods and services. We have this space today 
because of SETEM and the people at Economistas sin Fronteras, for example. And 
all these people must be supported through conscious consumption. So I believe 
that the integral cooperative enables this and is also reinforced by this approach. 

What factors determine whether a cooperative is “integral?”

By integral cooperative I’m referring to an entity that brings together several 
economic phases. That is, in the Mercado Social de Madrid we have the 
financing part, the production part, the marketing part, the distribution part, 
and the consumption itself. The idea is that we satisfy both the needs of 
the suppliers and the needs of the consumers within the cooperative.

Are there other social markets in Spain?

The social market exists outside Madrid. There are different bodies, but 
there are some that are similar. It exists in Aragón, for example. It’s in the 
Euskadi. It has started in Murcia. We also have colleagues promoting it in 
Galicia. We have colleagues in the Balearic Islands. We have colleagues in 
Catalonia, where there’s currently a very interesting integral cooperative 
called Opcions, which is an integral cooperative with similar functions. 

 Is there generally coordination between all the social markets?

Once a month, sometimes more, but we're well connected — especially by great people 
like Susana or Blanca. We have a coordination commission, and we meet first for an 
exchange of practices. We see what’s being done in each region and what we can take 
advantage of from each region’s experience. It’s great because, of course, you see that 
the challenges in your region are in other regions, too. So sharing that is very fruitful. 
Then we get together to set up campaigns and for anything else we can think of.

Are there general assemblies of all the social markets?

I’ll start with the Commission of Social Markets. In this case, we’re going to start 
meeting — that is, with a pandemic in between, etc. — once a year. We have a meeting 
here in Madrid in two weeks. Then in the case of the Mercado Social de Madrid, we 
have an ordinary general assembly every year where we invite all the consumer-
membersbers, all the organizations. We operate with a governing council that gives 
equal rights to both organizations and consumer-membersbers. In other words, not 
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only are the organizations represented, but so are the consumer-membersbers who 
are active — and we’re very grateful for their participation. Then in the market we also 
have commissions for activism — something we value very much. And then there are 
the strategy conferences. Once a year, all members, organizations, and consumers 
are invited to attend a strategy conference to set specific objectives in each planning 
area. We encourage all of them to join us. And this part is honestly quite interesting. 

There are 160 organizations that take part in the Mercado Social 
de Madrid. What would you say are some of the challenges and 
advantages inherent in this form of networking?

I think we’d have to do a larger analysis of these challenges — I’ll outline some of 
them while also being cautious in my response. Two challenges that I see would 
be, on one hand, related to organizations, and on the other, with consumers. The 
first challenge with the organizations has to do with greater intercooperation 
between them. In other words, good intercooperation is being achieved, but one 
challenge is making progress in this intercooperation by finding the structures 
and dynamics for it. And then, in relation to consumers, we have to try to be 
much closer to them and make it easier to understand the product — the good or 
service — so that you become a consumer partner. I think right now people become 
consumer-membersbers to support the cause, but we want people to become 
members so that they can get these advantages. You become part of a network 
in which, as a consumer-membersber, you have advantages — for example, as 
we said before, in Som Energía, in electricity, insurance, banking, etc. I think we 
have to finish refining this. Why? To be able to grow and meet this great global 
challenge, to be able to continue growing as an integral cooperative and to offer 
more services, to be in more neighborhoods and to be in many more areas.

How many people work to coordinate the Mercado Social de Madrid?

I’m one of them. There are five of us at the moment. We have several 
areas: an organization marketing area, a consumer marketing area, a 
communication area, an administration area, and an area for promoting 
intercooperation, which is what we were saying before. It’s about organizing 
these benefits of the Integral Cooperative and promoting these benefits so 
that organizations notice them. Then, as I was saying, we tackle the challenges 
— and we have lots of challenges — but we also focus on that part.

Where does the funding come from for workers’ salaries at the Mercado Social?

Well, from the dues, fortunately. That is, we currently have autonomy — I’m not going to 
say it’s complete — but it’s a lot. We don’t receive any subsidies right now, and we think 
that’s a good thing. We understand the advantages of subsidies, but we think that 
we have a lot of independence with our current financing model of dues paid by the 
organizations themselves, in proportion to their number of workers and billing. We also 
have the dues of the consumer-membersbers. And we have a series of sponsors who 
make a special contribution, for which we are very grateful. There are also a number 
of collaborators that contribute annually as well, although not all of them do this.
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How many organizations are currently participating 
in the Mercado Social de Madrid?

Right now there are more than 160 and counting — and they’re from all sectors. 
We still have a long way to go and lots of challenges, but we offer everything 
from food, energy, health, culture, textiles, banking, and even insurance. We’re 
doing well — we have to continue, we have to move forward. We should be 
proud of what we’re doing because we’re an integrated cooperative of 160 
organizations. As I said, there’s a long way to go, but we have a foundation.

How many members are active consumers of the Mercado Social de Madrid?

Well, at the moment we have goals to continue growing in Madrid. We have 600 
members right now. The goal is to reach 1,000 and keep adding more. We’re seeing 
that society is currently more aware of consumption. But as the pandemic has come 
to an end, things have gone back to normal. Things were getting better but then they 
went back to normal. And it makes sense because, psychologically, it’s like “home, work, 
home, leisure, work.” Unfortunately, social movements right now are weaker. It’s partly 
due to the fact that people have witnessed a very uncertain situation, and they’ve said: 
“let’s get together, I’ll think about making changes, but I’ll protect what I’m sure of.” 
And that’s what uncertainty brings with it. It’s very difficult to type up something that 
turns into collective action. But we’re working to turn it around, to move it forward. 

How much do organizations and consumers pay in dues?

If you’re an organization, you’d pay about 20 euros a year in social 
capital and then the dues are between 75 and 850 euros, depending 
on whether it’s a smaller or larger organization. And then for consumers, 
it’s 10 euros of social capital and annual dues of 20 euros.

Does the Mercado Social de Madrid have its own physical 
space where both consumers and organizations interested in 
participating can come to learn about your activity?

Two things here. First, when the Mercado started in 2012, we started to hold big 
solidarity economy fairs here in Madrid. Since the pandemic started we haven’t been 
able to hold any. So there’s that space once a year. We’ve gone to the Matadero de 
Madrid — I’m not sure where the next one will be — but we’ve brought all the suppliers 
there, and we’ve invited everyone in Madrid who’s interested in coming and meeting 
the organizations to take part in the fair. But on a day-to-day basis, the organizations 
have their own places. For example, right now we’re in SETEM’s space. It’s a local 
fair trade store with its own space, which it’s kindly sharing with us for this activity. 
Other organizations have their own spaces. Then there are coworking spaces where 
several Mercado organizations work together. But we don’t mean “market,” in the 
sense of a food market. We’re a social market — in the sense that we encourage a 
type of market that is based on social elements instead of unfettered capitalism.

Where can we find information about the 160 organizations that offer 
products and services as part of the Mercado Social de Madrid?

It’s categorized by sector on the website. We’ve also launched our Idearia campaign, 
which will have special formats that we think will make it much easier to shop and 
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search for organizations. Because there are 160 organizations. We understand that for 
those who are approaching us for the first time there’s this barrier of having to become 
a member to consume. Then once you join, you see that there are 160 organizations, 
which is another barrier. We encourage a gradual shift in participants’ energy — that 
is, if a person says, “Ok, I joined the market on Monday, and I’ve changed everything 
in my house,” I know that person is going to leave the Mercado within two weeks. 
In the same sense, we have to carry out a shift in energy, economics, and politics. 
Psychologically, human beings need these transitions in daily life, yet they take years. 
So we encourage people to make them in steps. For example, to set goals of changing 
electricity companies or banks over time. And then you make that part of your routine. 
Above all, it’s important that we do this collectively, or as collectively as possible.

What distinguishes a social market from the general idea of a market?

With respect to the physical market, the typical food market — it would be 
great to have a market housing many of our organizations at some point. 
That’d be wonderful. Just as shopping malls have their appeal outside the 
cities — a model that has little in common with us — it would be great to 
have a social market in every neighborhood. You could go there to consume 
agroecological food, buy conscious cosmetics, get quality cleaning products 
and clothes. That’s a great goal, and it’d make a huge difference.

And then with the Mercado, we think about our mentality. We don’t have a 
mentality of profit or personal enrichment. Instead we have a mentality of “How 
can I help the consumer?” How to meet the consumer’s demands. I’d like to 
say something about this that I haven’t emphasized before — we’re an integral 
cooperative, but there are also consumer cooperatives in the Mercado, which is 
a current and future model. LA OSA Supermercado and SuperCoop are modeled 
after similar supermarkets in New York. They’re among the most profitable, and 
so they’re quite impressive. And then we also have energy cooperatives like 
Som Energía and La Corriente, where you can become a consumer-member 
and pay for that service. That’s the peak, and it’s where we’re heading.

Is the Mercado Social Madrileño a space that represents the social 
diversity that makes up the demographic reality of this country? 
How does it respond to the weight exerted by systems of oppression 
that discriminate based on racial, gender, and class variables?

I think that with racial issues it’s challenging, although some people did get involved, 
and it’s impressive because they have a lot of strength. It’s important to mention our 
colleague Serigne Mbaye, who is a deputy in the Assembly of Madrid. Serigne was a 
member of the cooperative El Fogón Verde. He’s currently one of the most symbolic 
people — rightfully so — in terms of demanding rights for migrants. He was part of the 
Sindicato de Manteros and was one of the members of El Fogón Verde, which is an 
agroecological vegetarian cooperative restaurant in Madrid — I’d highly recommend 
it, please go eat at El Fogón Verde. And Serigne was there, although he had to leave 
because he’s now in the Assembly. So there are examples that we’d say are symbolic, 
and it shows the extent to which economic issues, in our case, are connected to social 
and political issues. But we still have work to do in that area. I’ll also mention that the 
Pantera store, which belongs to our colleagues at the Sindicato de Manteros, is also 
part of the Mercado Social de Madrid. So we’re making progress in that direction.
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Then the question of class also depends a lot on organizations and consumer-
membersbers. That is, the dues for consumer-membersbers are very affordable, 
so there are people from all kinds of social classes. Ultimately, these organizations 
are places where you no longer have the employer-worker mentality — where the 
employer provides the capital and the worker the labor. Here the worker provides 
capital, so it’s true that there may be somewhat of a barrier to entry. Mario Bunge 
— the Argentinian philosopher, epistemologist, physicist and great supporter of 
cooperativism — used to say that cooperatives were like the workers’ aristocracy. I 
don’t agree with that idea, but we must keep in mind and recognize that access, which 
is limited by social capital, is something that organizations of a more disadvantaged 
social class may not have as much of. It’s also true that there’s financial aid that 
comes right from the cooperative bank. So this problem could be solved all at 
the same time because we’d be providing financing within the cooperative. 

And with regard to gender, we carry out a social assessment — which we’ll talk 
about later — which analyzes the figures and numbers. Thinking about the data, I 
think it’s symbolic that in the entire solidarity economy — which covers many sectors 
— there are more women than men. That is, these models — of doing business, 
of offering more care, more attention to the person, to life — it’s clear that there 
aren’t suddenly more men doing that. It makes sense that women are driving this 
movement, and it’s wonderful. They’re building a lot. So, we need to work on issues 
of race and class differences, but I think we’re doing well in terms of gender.

From the perspective of the Mercado Social, what do we mean 
when we talk about social and solidarity economics?

What would the social and solidarity economy be? Well, we’re trying to put the 
economy in tune with challenges of our time. In other words, we’re part of the 
cooperative and social economy movement. That is, what we were saying at the 
beginning — maybe from the viewpoint of eurocommunism, of social democracy — 
that’s part of it. But mainly, it’s about thinking on a productivist vs. anti-productivist 
axis. It’s about questioning ideas like green capitalism — which is a fantasy because 
green growth isn’t possible. And questioning anarchism, which has also been 
embraced. Of course, it’s always had that cooperativist base, but it’s started to 
focus more on syndicalism. That’s great. But we’ve forgotten that we need to have  
cooperativism — not just in the classical sense but one that also says “let’s share 
power.” That is, it’s about internal democracy. Let’s share the wealth democratically, 
in the sense that there’s no accumulation of capital by a few. Rather, let’s share the 
wealth, let’s be involved in the community, let’s carry out regional development. 
That has to be there. We have to follow through on it. Let’s add other things. Like 
what? One area is feminism. Let’s include feminism as a root. Second area: let’s 
include environmentalism as a root. Third area: let’s include animal welfare as a 
root. Fourth area, the most important to me: let’s include non-profit as a root. In 
the social economy and the cooperative movement, there’s always been less profit 
motive because they’re thinking about the common good of society. But at times 
there is a profit motive. In the solidarity movement, we firmly say no to the profit 
motive. We’re not thinking like companies — “Who’s going to have a dividend at 
the end of the year?” There are salary scales, of course, but the salary gaps are 
very small and there’s no final profit motive or dividends at the end of the year.
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How should we understand “profit” and “profit motive” in 
the context of the social and solidarity economy?

We distinguish between profit and profit motive. If we make a profit as 
solidarity economy organizations we essentially reinvest our profit in improving 
the production process, what we offer, etc. But we also put that profit at the 
disposal of social projects — we invest in the common good. What we don’t 
do is distribute that profit among the workers at the end of the year.

Who owns the means of production in the social and solidarity economy model?

Private property. Or, ultimately — regarding the collective ownership of the means 
of production — we can say right away that it’s private property because it’s not 
public property. But it’s a different model of private property. It’s a model where all 
the workers together control the means of production, make all the decisions, and 
distribute the wealth. We’ve got to be careful because sometimes a cooperative 
that’s doing quite well starts to isolate itself from the whole pursuit of transforming 
systems and it ends up separating itself. Mario Bunge was right — what we were 
saying before about the workers’ aristocracy. It’s what happens when a cooperative 
is doing very well — they’ve managed to create a very interesting model, they have 
very good well-being and quality of life — but they’ve separated themselves. Collective 
ownership has — and I believe this was the original purpose — a spirit of “Ok, 
we’re doing this in service of a different economic model; therefore, we must work 
together for the common good. Let’s not isolate ourselves, brothers and sisters.”

We’ve got to defend that collective property. That is, there cannot be a 
public sector that — without the right kind of justification — enters into 
that collective property to do whatever it wants to. But at the same time, 
that collective property has to be thinking about the common good.

What does “growth” represent within the framework of this economic model?

Well, first of all, thinking about growth at an economic level forces us to think 
about which sectors have to grow and which sectors have to stop growing. 
That’s a basic part of it. But then, at the macroeconomic level, I’d tell those U.S. 
economics professors that we should study whether there can be decoupling. 
That is, whether there’s a sort of green growth, or whether we can decouple 
growth from its climate and resource impacts. Based on research from studies by 
environmental observatories in the EU, the answer is no, it’s a fantasy. Maybe we 
can do something in a specific sector on a small scale, but it can’t be done on a 
macroeconomic level. It’s a fantasy, an illusion. So let’s get rid of the idea of growth, 
even if it’s “green.” For example, with the EU’s current strategy, which is based on 
the European Green Deal’s plan for green growth, it’s weird to think that we’re going 
to be able to move forward. Well, yes, we’re going to reduce some emissions and 
become more efficient. But decoupling hasn’t been proven. So I’d tell them that 
we should make decisions based on data, that we should leave myths and magical 
thinking behind, especially when we’re talking about this in an academic context.

Today we hear talk of transformative economic practices using different labels: 
heterodox economics, solidarity economics, eco-feminist economics, ecological 
economics, common good economics, critical economics, circular economics, 
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barefoot economics, etc. Are we facing a heterodox economic model that’s broken up 
into differentiated practices based on the inclusion of different sets of problems? Do 
all these labels correspond to differentiated economic theories? Is it the same model?

I think we still have to find the right label. We need to finish integrating all these 
elements that come from different movements. In La espiral de la energía, Luis 
González Reyes calls it the feminist, ecological, and solidarity economy. He’s starting 
to give it a name. So we still use the term social and solidarity economy. Personally I 
like to talk about a new economic model, a new business model, to reflect the idea 
that we’ve already done neoliberal capitalism — unfettered capitalism like in the US. 
Then welfare capitalism, especially in the EU. Some models from the past can be 
useful. We had Soviet communism in the past. I’ve mentioned the main ones, the 
ones that are developed and have labels. Then there’s the self-managed socialism 
that Yugoslavia had. And right now, we also have Chinese-style socialism, which has 
taken the worst of neoliberal capitalism and the worst of Soviet communism. So 
what we have to do right now is to take this big picture, this century of economic 
vision, and see what models there have been. We have to ask ourselves if there’s 
something that does address the challenges of our time. Because it’s not just about 
doing it for the sake of doing it. We’re not promoting these models just because we 
feel like it. No, what we’re saying is that goods and services can be produced while 
still respecting certain principles, and while addressing these challenges. Something 
has to click, and then we can say “here are these movements.” It’s true that then, 
communicatively — and Palmar, you know much more about this than I do — it’s 
necessary to have a label for something. I still don’t have it. Let’s hope we get there 
and that the label incorporates all these different sensibilities. And like Luis González 
Reyes said, we could talk about a feminist, ecological, and solidarity economy. 

REAS launched the “Charter of Principles of the Solidarity Economy” in 
2011 which lays out six principles: 1) equity, 2) work, 3) environmental 
sustainability, 4) cooperation, 5) non-profit, and 6) commitment to the 
environment. Does Mercado Social subscribe to this Charter? What kind of 
document is this? What institutional weight does it have? Who writes it?

The Mercado Social is, let’s say, the spiritual successor to 15-M, but it was formally 
started by REAS. It’s an initiative of REAS Madrid. So this charter that was drawn 
up in 2011 presents some inspiring principles for deciding which organizations, 
which suppliers are here, and which consumption models we use. So what parts 
of the Charter are binding? Because it’s not a formal law. Well, what we find is 
that when you’re going to enter as a supplier — if you’re a cooperative or a labor 
company and you want to enter the Mercado Social de Madrid — you’ve got to 
meet certain requirements, right? So, our colleagues who are in charge of the 
organizational area check to see if you meet those requirements. First, you have to 
read the Charter and sign it. That signature means that I’ll adhere to this Charter. 
I want to comply, and I’ll comply with the principles of the solidarity economy. 
It’s a commitment. It’s not a law, it’s a commitment. Before an organization joins, 
the partners review it just to make sure that it complies with those principles. 

Can you explain some of the principles that this charter stands for?

Well, they’re the principles we mentioned before. For example, that there’s some 
criteria of sustainability in the productive processes you carry out. I’m thinking of 
organizations such as the Quesería Jaramera, which in its production process takes 
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great care with its use of water and works hard to use this productive element 
carefully. I’m thinking of other colleagues who in each product look at what material 
has the least impact on the environment, and so on. Then there’s the non-profit part. 
That is, even though you do have to have certain pay scales as an organization, the 
purpose of being here is non-profit. We have to produce goods and services and 
have an impact on society without thinking about whether or not I’ll get something 
at the end of the year. That’s quite reassuring for people who aren’t watching us. 
What you want to achieve is that your company is viable but that it’s also producing 
services that are contributing to the common good. Rather than contributing to an 
economic model that’s against the common good. That’s what happened, as we 
mentioned before, to social democracy. The public sector thought it could more 
or less control business, but as soon as neoliberalism arrived with Reagan and 
Thatcher — and others who had been working behind the scenes for years — business 
consumed the State. So I believe — and this isn’t often said in the usual circles of 
the solidarity economy — that the civil servants of the public sector must see us as 
an ally. I pay taxes. I want the public sector to be well-structured because we need 
certain goods and services to be provided there based on certain criteria. Here in 
the Mercado Social, we’re going to do it differently, so that we’re not clashing but 
in harmony. I was going to say as allies, but we should at least be in harmony.

Among the signatories of this charter, can we find 
the signature of any public institutions?

The former mayor of Madrid, Manuela Carmena. When she was mayor she helped 
start the Mares project. It’s a project that promotes these social and solidarity 
enterprises, and it’s won awards at the European level. At the time, colleagues from 
REAS and Mercado did a ton of work there. And the mayor’s office signed on.

What can be bought and sold in a social market?

To sell? If you’re a supplier and you meet our criteria regarding wage gap issues, 
non-profit motive, ecological sustainability, democratic internal models, etc, 
you can apply to be part of the Mercado Social de Madrid. You fill out a form, 
and colleagues from other organizations evaluate and assess the form. They’ll 
probably ask to interview you because it’s often good to meet face-to-face. 
We also emphasize when you’re starting out, and you’re going in this direction, 
this is a journey. In other words, nobody can show up on the first day, or the 
second or the third, to set up a business and embark on all these processes 
— The idea that you’d suddenly have a bank account with Fiare and electricity 
from Som Energía, etc, that’s impossible, and it should be pointed out. This is a 
journey and you have to do it calmly. So if you’re aligned with these principles, 
if you want to ask for the form or write to us, just ask. We’re nice people.

And then to buy? We find that there’s a context of consumer-members who have a 
catalog, and they have total freedom to decide on that catalog. We register them, 
we tell them how they can benefit from the advantages, and then consumers 
go in whatever direction interests them. Before the pandemic we were holding 
some very interesting meetings that we hope to resume in 2022. They brought 
together organizations and consumer-members to foster connection within the 
network. Because the suppliers — mostly due to these meetings — are more 
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connected, and we have to get the consumers to be much more connected. 
These are challenges that I didn’t mention earlier, but I’ll mention them now.

What model of consumption does the Mercado Social propose?

We’re encouraging conscious consumption, which doesn’t just mean going to vote 
every four years or going to a demonstration every three months. We’re telling people 
that you have to change your “square meter policy” — your daily life. Of course, we 
know it’s a challenge. We’re aware that there’s still a long way to go, that many things 
have been done. We’re making progress, but there’s still a lot to do. So recognizing 
these challenges, again, we encourage this transition in daily life. First of all, we 
have to recognize that capitalism is 100 years old — It’s been 100 years since the 
establishment of the consumer society, since the Roaring 20’s that Edward Bernays 
took advantage of to introduce the whole idea of the consumer society. It’s made us 
feel that things we want are things we need. So, first of all, let’s distinguish between 
“needs” and “wants.” Secondly, let’s focus on satisfying needs more than wants, 
keeping in mind that there are legitimate wants, of course. A friend of mine always 
says, “We’ve all got inconsistencies, but anyone with more than five is shameless, 
and anyone with less than three is a radical.” So, yes, we’re imperfect beings, we all 
have some inconsistency, of course. The question is to evaluate how much of this 
inconsistency we have. Then, thirdly, these needs should be covered in a measured 
way, more or less. In other words, one need is to feed oneself — but there are lots 
of ways to feed oneself, right? And the fourth element of responsible consumption 
is that in order to meet your needs, you do it within organizations that comply with 
these principles. Because if you go to the same old places to meet your needs, you’re 
obviously lowering your consumption, but not in a way that has the maximum impact. 
I can also understand all these people who say that going “green” is more expensive. 
Well, I say you can join a food cooperative, for example, and you’ll get the lowest 
prices. The same with a textile cooperative. People say, “No, those clothes are more 
expensive,” and what we say is “Hey, maybe you should buy fewer clothes then?” 
Of course, the middle classes are the ones that have more power to initiate this 
movement, so I’m not suggesting that the working classes feel this pressure — because 
they already have enough. But I think the middle classes have a duty because they 
can do it. Let’s carry out a transition that’s going to put an end to these excessive 
aspects of consumption. Let’s carry out this transition because people don’t have 
the money to make it to tomorrow. No one has the money to make a full transition 
all at once. But let’s actually make the transition, and let’s get excited about it.

In the context of the social and solidarity economy, what represents a “fair price”?

Let’s take the example of domestically sourced and produced sneakers. As the 
consumer, I’m very much at peace that the people who made these sneakers have 
decent working conditions. I’m at peace that the shoes haven’t traveled miles and 
miles from another country with the resulting CO2 emissions. And I’m at peace that, 
at the level of making the material itself for the shoe, decent working conditions 
and ecological impact have also been respected. So, of course, that’s not going 
to have the same price as something that’s made in “X” country in Southeast 
Asia, where people who work 12 or 15 hours are making things with poor-quality 
materials and fabrics. So at a very concrete level, we can extrapolate this to all the 
goods and services offered by our organizations in the Mercado Social de Madrid.
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Is it important to differentiate between a “market 
society” and “a society with markets”?

We’re not in favor of a Soviet model where there’s no market or an ultra-reduced 
market. We support the public sector. We ask ourselves, “What can the public 
sector do? What does it need to provide?” The public sector has to offer quality 
healthcare, quality education — beyond the fact that there may be teaching 
cooperatives that are doing an excellent job and represent a pedagogical vanguard. 
They can play a very interesting role at the educational level. Maybe the public 
sector doesn’t need to be involved in producing agroecological products. If 
we’re in a crisis, in a war, maybe we want all hands on deck in that area. But if 
the agroecological producer has good distribution with consumer groups, with 
cooperative supermarkets and therefore a fair price, then the public sector has no 
role there. That is, we’re thinking about a society with a public sector whose job 
is to regulate things. And in which the public sector, especially in its capacity to 
regulate, has power. Right now it’s not possible for the public sector to do more 
because there’s too much power on the economic side, pushing against the public 
sector. So with a strong, cooperative private sector that’s more or less allied with 
the public sector, maybe the public sector would have a greater capacity to regulate 
the market itself. This would be a society with markets within a market society.

Are there accreditation mechanisms or seals that guarantee 
(and allow us to distinguish) that a product meets the criteria 
supported by the social and solidarity economic model?

Continuing with the example of the sneakers, they have their own seal. In the case 
of the Mercado Social de Madrid, we have the social assessment. That is, at the 
beginning of every year the organizations have to fill out a form to see if they’re 
following those criteria, and then they pass that social assessment. Of course 
this evaluation is just an internal matter, but it’s also useful for the organizations 
to improve their processes and that’s the spirit of it — I come in here, I have my 
principles, I have to make lots of changes, I have to improve my production process, 
I set milestones and goals to keep moving forward. So the social assessment is 
the seal that tells the consumer that this organization that’s part of the Mercado 
Social de Madrid complies with the principles of the solidarity economy.

In the Mercado Social there’s a social currency called “Etics.” 
What is a social currency? How does it work? 

Well, we had the “Boniato” before, which maybe sounds familiar to a lot of people. It 
became Etics. It’s a social currency; we call it a social currency. But as one colleague 
who helped come up with this idea says, “Let’s call it a bonus system,” which is 
sort of the spirit of a social currency. What do Etics allow us to do? Well, here we 
also have a challenge that we’ll discuss later. Etics allow us to promote internal 
consumption. First, people feel like they can identify with it. Second, if you use Etics 
— beyond the price advantage it provides — you also get a small bonus on them. 
So, it’s a currency that moves in a circuit, meaning that it’s not going to leave here. 
If you put Etics in the circuit, you know that it’s going to stick around. So, it’s a very 
interesting economy since it doesn’t go anywhere else. If I have Etics and I need to 
make a purchase, I’ll buy it internally, and then the amount spent stays within the 
network. It’s interchangeable. In the event that the organizations announce a liquidity 
problem, we’ll obviously make changes and provide all the tools needed for fixing it.
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What are the challenges inherent to using a social currency?

When you go to any of the organizations that I’ve mentioned, all of them accept 
euros; there’s a challenge here because, ultimately, we live in the system we live in. 
We have an integral cooperative, which is cool, but we still have a long way to go. 
And one of the challenges is that the social currency might only succeed when we 
have 20,000 consumer-members and 300-400 organizations, right? Because, of 
course, this movement costs a lot. In other words, we already have a barrier to entry, 
which is to enter the cooperative. Another barrier is to locate and make changes 
to your daily life. And a third barrier to entry is to use a social currency with all that 
implies in terms of logic and understanding. In a few months we’ll begin a process of 
reflection on what we’ve been doing to figure out how we can approach this. Other 
regions have decided to put social currency on hold temporarily. There are cases 
where social currency has been successful, but it does require a lot of work and we 
have to reevaluate it. And, like everything else, we’re measuring its impacts: What do 
we want collectively, are the organizations happy with the associated currency, are 
the consumers happy, do they prefer other options? We’ll decide democratically. 

What is the relationship between REAS and the Mercado Social?

Broadly speaking, REAS is the umbrella that encompasses everything. REAS does 
many things. It does political advocacy, contributes to educational initiatives in 
Masters programs, universities, etc. It also deals with issues related to responsible 
public procurement, legislation, aid, etc. And then the Mercado Social would be the 
concrete activity of exchanging goods and services to meet those needs. So, REAS 
is the general force behind the solidarity economy on all fronts. And the Mercado 
Social functions as that concrete part, made up  of organizations and consumers. 

Is there any connection between the social and solidarity 
economy movement and labor unions?

In Madrid, at least, there aren’t any channels between the solidarity economy 
movement and labor unions. Beyond the fact that there are people from labor unions 
who are consumer-members, right? To answer the question, although I can’t express 
a vision of where El Mercado wants to be, I can tell you about where I see the focus 
being right now. And that’s just going to be from references from the labor unions 
themselves. In a very good article on the future of labor unions, Christophe Degryse, 
one of the main researchers at European Trade Union Institute, says in the industrial, 
post-industrial, or capitalist scenarios in which we find ourselves, one of the only ways 
out is the “Mondragon model.” That is, unions have to reinvent themselves and move 
in the direction of new projects where labor rights are respected, but not because of 
union pressure. It happened with the “Corralito” in Argentina, and it’s happened in 
many other countries, where companies have collapsed and the workers themselves 
have rebuilt the companies. And what the ILO says is that we shouldn’t wait for them 
to collapse because if the workers can bring them back to life when they collapse, 
they could have done it beforehand, too. Of course, the collapse is a key turning point. 
For example, at the moment the metalworkers of Cádiz are in a necessary struggle 
for labor rights, and it’s very difficult to make that transition when a conflict arises. We 
have to think about it beforehand. That is, we have to think of a collaboration between 
the public sector, cooperativism, the solidarity economy, and unions. Let’s think about 
how we can make that transition. The social and solidarity economy can provide 
financing for this transition, but perhaps an ICO or a public bank could say, “Hey, we’re 
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going to provide funds so that these dozens of workers can reorganize with the labor 
unions, which will support them throughout the transition, and the cooperatives and 
the social and solidarity economy will advise them in this transition.” I think that would 
be a very interesting mix, especially because it’s in the Constitution — if I remember 
correctly it’s in Article 129, which emphasized that there should be rights to a welfare 
state and a social and democratic State. There are some really good things in the 
Constitution, and this is one that should be promoted much more in all sectors.

Earlier this year Economistas sin Fronteras published a report titled “Research-
Diagnosis on the State of Teaching Economics.” The results of this research 
condemn the lack of a diversity of heterodox approaches to economics in university 
curricula. Can you comment on the findings of this report? Do you think this 
lack of heterodox approaches to economics is an urgent issue for our society?

I’ll talk about two experiences. The first one is my own university experience. Of course, 
being in law, politics, philosophy, the critical spirit ends up being much more present. 
So there’s no dogma. That critical spirit is encouraged, especially in philosophy. So I 
didn’t encounter any dogma. It’s true that economics courses follow a pattern, but I 
was lucky enough to have an interesting professor once. Of course, with him it was 
less about the curriculum he put in front of us and more about the freedom he had 
in his teaching, which allowed him to show us other options. Then, on a personal 
level, I spent a few years teaching in secondary education with a foundation called 
Empieza Por Educar. They’re lovely people who are part of the social and solidarity 
economy and are doing the work of going right to the neighborhoods that need it 
most. I taught economics there for a year, and most of the information in the book 
we used was about just one economic model, like the Economistas sin Fronteras 
report highlights. The reference book was all neoclassical economics. Well, you can 
also take advantage of that as a teacher. For example, it may say that we have to 
produce goods and services, but then you can say that we have to take into account 
the limits of the planet, we have to take into account other elements, other criteria. 

Do you carry out training activities to raise public awareness of 
the economic model advocated by the Mercado Social?

We have different events so that people can get to know the organizations and what 
we do, so they can begin to understand these new circuits. For example, this year we’ve 
been running the “Consumption is not leisure” campaign. Each month we focused on 
a certain sector, and a few months ago we invited companies from each area to a 
round table, so they could talk about why what they were doing was different for this 
sector. They discussed the challenges that their sectors are facing and why what they’re 
doing represents a different model of doing business and the promotion of a different 
economic model. So that’s one of the ways we’ve done it. There are colleagues who 
are already part of ECOO, which has a school of economic activism where university 
students are enrolled in higher vocational training. We give them some initial training 
sessions, then we put them in some of the organizations so they can start learning 
about the ecosystem itself, the social and solidarity economy, through “learning by 
doing.” I mentioned before that I can’t say much about global educational change, but 
I can say something key, and that is that we have to change. Just as we have a political 
democracy — as the Greeks understood quite well — we have to have a political 
education; that is, if we want an economic democracy. We have to build a different 
business ecosystem because if you’re in the Cuatro Torres in Madrid, you’re in a totally 
different space of dynamics, of structure, of everything, completely different from what 
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you have if you go to any of the cooperatives. In other words, the dynamics are entirely 
different. So, it’s like living in a — I’m not going to quite say a dictatorship — but living 
in a regime in which someone has all the capital and therefore has all the power to 
rule. And you obey to a certain extent because they are becoming more cool. But how 
much cooler? Because you don’t have the power; the one who has the capital has it. 
And in a cooperative it’s not like that. Even if a person is recognized by the cooperative 
for their speaking abilities or their argumentation, their vote still counts the same as 
everyone else’s. It guarantees control and balance. So, we need a new entrepreneurial 
paideia. That’s very complicated, but we’re trying to do it with ECOO’s school of 
activism. REAS has also supported this by promoting a Master’s degree in Solidarity 
Economics at the Complutense University, which is currently pending. We have our 
whole lives ahead of us. Many organizations say this when people come from different 
sectors that aren’t connected to social movements. We understand the transitions 
those people have made, and we welcome them, but yes, it’s clear that we’re in a 
particular ecosystem and we have to educate within that particular ecosystem.

Is there an education commission within the Mercado Social that thinks 
about ways to invest in elementary and high schools in Madrid?

There’s an education commission that’s mostly been focused on promoting the 
Master’s program. Of course, our forces are limited, especially because they were 
all activists promoting the Master’s in Solidarity Economics, which was a success. 
And then also looking at curricular issues. That means looking at what we can do 
working with people at Economistas sin Fronteras, looking at what we can include in 
the educational curricula. This is where our work has been focused. We’ve pursued 
a much more “positive” campaign to communicate these ideas, these messages, 
these economic models in high schools because you can leave high school without 
having any knowledge of the alternative economic models that are being developed. 
Yesterday we were part of a project organized by the Community of Madrid. It’s 
a European project, and they organized a conference on social economics. So an 
expert from the Ministry of Labor who works in social economics — a really nice, 
charming guy — came to say, “How is it possible that in light of all of the benefits 
the economy isn’t completely socialized? It’s because you have to tell a person what 
the social economy is and what the solidarity economy is, and then maybe someone 
says, ‘oh, you mean cooperatives?’” So we still have a lot of work to do. Not only in 
schools, but in society too. To answer this question, my colleague Carlos from FECOMA 
(The Federation of Cooperatives and Social Economy of Madrid) responded, “We’re 
working a lot on the productive model, but we need to do the work of sharing this 
information from within institutions, too. You can’t leave us to do everything that 
we’re doing for the common good by ourselves. You can’t just tell us, “You take care 
of this.” We need more social movements, more labor unions, more political parties 
that understand that cooperativism and the social and solidarity economy are key 
to tackling the challenges of our time. We’ll get there. So, what’s happening? It’s a 
pick-and-shovel job, but it’s the only way. That’s the journey, but we’ll get there.

What factors are responsible for solving the eco-
social and planetary problems we face?

I want to emphasize that if there’s no individual change, no matter how much we 
do here, we’re not going to achieve success on our own. And the other way around, 
too — if we only do it together. Everything has to be there for it to be enough. 
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That’s why talking about the politics of everyday life is so complicated. We say, and 
emphasize, that in order to support changes in your daily life, you should do it with 
other people. That is, if you’re part of a consumer group, and the team around 
you is making changes, then you’re certainly going to be much more comfortable 
making those changes. And the same goes for a cooperative supermarket, a book 
club, etc. Changes are achieved collectively. On the other hand, if you’re just at 
home alone, then you’re not going to make it far. Having said that, we can move 
on to the next part. We must act individually — and understand that it’s not the 
same to have more than five inconsistencies as it is to have somewhere between 
three and five. We have to do this because if we don’t, we won’t get there. Then 
we move on to the other elements. We must act on consumption, we must act on 
production. In other words, the social and solidarity economy must be one step 
ahead. It must feel the historical duty to say, “If capitalist entrepreneurship isn’t 
working to address the challenges of our time, who’s going to provide goods and 
services while respecting all our principles?” Well, it has to be the companies, and 
they have to be aware of this in their developmental paths. I think labor unions are 
undergoing an interesting transformation. They still have a long way to go, but I 
think they’re changing — from the most classical to the most libertarian, and so on.

For example, I think they’ve advanced a lot on the issue of the ecological crisis. They’ve 
advanced on the issue of feminism, although there are still struggles. In other words, I’d 
simply say that we have to start working together at some point. We have to start to 
see. And now, I’ll wrap up this part by talking about political parties. We need to start 
to see that although 15M has been wonderful, it lacks something due to its spontaneity. 
The joy of the unexpected — which is what Agustín García Calvo called it there in 
Puerta del Sol — that spontaneity needs more clarification. Things like the Mercado 
Social came out of it, but something else was missing. And then we suddenly moved 
on to Podemos with its hierarchy, its absorption of social movements, of associations, 
of unions. Suddenly, that was something different. Maybe we need another World 
Social Forum again. And maybe we need to reclaim — not just as a market — thinking 
from a strategic perspective. It was a great idea twenty years ago. Maybe we’ve got to 
say that we can’t achieve this with politics alone, we can’t achieve it with the social and 
solidarity economy alone, we can’t achieve it with labor unions alone, we can’t achieve 
it with consumption alone — even if we do it collectively. We have to start realizing 
that our joint action is what makes this enough to at least reach the minimum, so that 
we don’t lose out on these next few decades, because what’s on the horizon could be 
very exciting. So that would be the strategy and the concrete proposal for this change 
— that we all act in coordination in a sort of World Social Forum. We can talk about it 
on the Spanish level, or the EU level, but we should start talking about it a lot more. 

Is this a political project? If so, what kind of politics are we talking about?

I don’t think it’s a political project, although the Mercado REAS has that political 
science aspect. The purpose of the Mercado Social is to provide goods and services 
in accordance with our principles. People can buy them there, and they can sell 
them there. The whole idea can be considered a policy model. Institutional politics 
has its course. But we’re part of society, we’re citizens of the polis, and this is a 
way of doing politics. Consuming differently is a way of doing politics. Consumption 
is also political. Our colleagues at Carro de combate emphasize consumption 
and politics a lot. So that model would be political. But the market as a political 
subject — I don’t think that’s where we are right now. That idea isn't on the table. 
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At the Constellation of the Commons we’re working on the production 
of a proactive imaginary that encourages citizen participation in the 
approaching ecosocial, political, and economic transformation. Can 
you name some milestones or achievements of the Mercado Social 
that encourage confidence in approaching structural changes?

First, in relation to thinking of everything that lies ahead and how to face it and draw 
hope from it, I’d say this is a good place to borrow from Camus’s philosophy of the 
“happy Sisyphus.” That is, the boulder’s going to roll down — in fact, it’s already rolling 
down. But we have to keep on pushing. In other words, there’s no value in stopping 
now. We’re in a very difficult moment — we have to stop and rethink things. We have 
to take the time to do so. But as soon as we do, we have to get back to pushing. 
And when we collectively face these existential feelings, even in the face of what 
might come, I think doing it together is much more encouraging. For example, Greta 
Thunberg is a person who is encouraging millions of people and giving them hope. I 
don’t think there’s any value in stopping. We’re going to get pushed, so let’s push back 
because the cause ahead of us is very big. But it’s not too big for all of us together.

The main challenge is the ecological crisis. I think we imagine it as something that will 
only affect us in 2100. That we’re going to hit — let’s imagine the 2.93º C that they 
talked about in the RCP 4.5 scenario— and then it’ll stop there, that it’ll start to go down 
at some point. And maybe through changes it will start to go down if we only reach 
1.5º C. But that will only happen over centuries. And the IPCC — of course, this is in 
smaller print, later in the document — what they say is that it will take centuries or even 
millennia to reverse, unless miraculous technological changes come along. Thousands 
of years. As humans, we’ve spent 190,000 years as nomads and a wonderful 10,000 
years in the Holocene, which David Attenborough calles “the real Garden of Eden.” In 
these 10,000 years we’ve discovered things, we’ve started to understand where we are 
in the universe, and now it’s all turned on us. So, of course we have to fight because 
the cause deserves it. So looking at it from my perspective within the Mercado, I’d say 
that the hope itself lies in the fact that there are people who have become aware of 
the need to provide goods and services while respecting certain principles — because 
the effort they make is spectacular. So I call on people to become consumer-members 
because you become part of these circles and see organizations that are working 
to provide you with very interesting services that are organized democratically.

You also have to be aware of the risks. What has happened in politics is happening 
in the economy. The Greens in Germany have done very well, but what they have 
seen is that the entrance of climate change discourse into the mainstream has 
benefited all parties. So what difference does it make to a person from the CDU 
whether you say that we’re going to reduce emissions by 45% or by 80%. In other 
words, if you just talk about climate change and say that we’re going to address 
it, that’s enough to calm people down. But we’re going to do something about 
it. It’s sort of the same on the economic side. Yes, Zara and other companies 
are doing things, using organic cotton and things like that. But, of course, what 
economic structure is holding up Zara? Sure, Iberdrola can put up solar panels 
or give you all of your energy from one source, but what is Iberdrola? What 
does it really produce? So we have to encourage these increasingly conscious 
consumers to not just choose products because they end up looking ecological 
but to look at everything behind it, to look at where the money is coming from.
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Thinking about your own life and career path, how do you continue to maintain your 
confidence in systemic transformation in a time marked by energy collapse, by the 
crisis of the civilizational model, and a general situation of political indifference?

First of all, the people around us. Yayo Herrero mentioned this in a talk — can we get 
there or not? We have to try to get there. That is, we work to get there, but ultimately 
it’s the people around you who encourage you to keep going, to go beyond the specific 
indicators that tell you that you’re making progress. That’s why it’s important to do 
this together. I think that’s the first point. With any change, do it with other people 
because you’re guaranteed to hold out longer. Because it’s not a 100 meter dash. 
It’s true that for the better part of the decade from 2020 to 2030 we do have to 
sprint a little more. But, of course, we’re talking about a decade. In other words, what 
can we ask of an activist, of a person, in order to keep their spirits up for a decade? 
I don’t know — if it can’t be kept up for a week or a month, then it’s impossible.

So first, always do it collectively, together. And since it’s a long-distance race, try to 
find a job that allows you to contribute to the common good. It’s very complicated, 
but give it a try. The number of workers in the social and solidarity economy is growing 
because people want to be part of it. We want to embrace it so that we can avoid 
the dichotomy of “I work eight hours a day for evil.” So, sure, you’re giving more 
power to evil forces, but you have to eat. I don’t say that with any criticism at all. I 
also encourage people to be active in political and social causes and to find hope. 
I mean, if Greta Thunberg wasn’t here, there would be less hope. But if there are 
more Greta Thunbergs, then there’s more hope. And that’s sort of what keeps me 
going. The friendships and the colleagues that I see in the cause. And my family, of 
course. You have to have balance in your life. For me it’s having a job that’s enriching, 
that makes me feel that what I’m doing makes sense. And then, well, you don’t feel 
so alone, that it’s just work and home. Instead you're contributing directly with your 
economic action and your participation as a citizen of the polis. And it’s a republic-
type vision. It’s not a liberal vision of, “I’m going to work and then go home and pursue 
leisure and travel.” No, here we say instead that we're republic-minded beings, and 
that, of course, you have to have family, friends, leisure, sports, etc. You also have 
to have a job, hopefully one with a lot of meaning. And then you have to be aware 
of the polis because otherwise other people are going to give you a hard time.
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Who are you and what organization do you belong to? 

Hello, good afternoon, my name is Lamine Sarr and I’m 
part of the Street Vendors Union of Barcelona.

What does it mean to be a mantero in Spain? 

Well, being a mantero in Spain, in Barcelona, is a challenge, because 
it’s a somewhat complicated life, because it’s the life of a person 
who doesn’t have their legal papers, who is excluded from the 
entire labor system, from the social and health care systems.

Why are most manteros men?

Well, there are more men than women on the street because there are 
also more men than women immigrating, here in Europe. And it’s also 
easier for men to work on the street because it’s a bit difficult, and also 
women may have more opportunities than men when looking for a job.

Where does the merchandise that’s sold on the street come from?

Well, the goods that we sell arrive here at Barcelona’s 
port, they’re distributed in department stores and there we 
purchase the merchandise and sell it on the street.

How much can be earned when it comes to street vending?

It’s difficult to predict that a person can earn a certain amount every day 
or every month because the merchandise one buys has no guarantee 
and can be taken away at any time. Also, when the merchandise is 
taken from you, you might get fined and you also have to go back 
to the street to sell in order to pay that fine. It is very difficult to say, 
because when I tell a person that I earn ten euros, they will calculate 
it for 30 days and they will think that I earn [ten euros] every day 
for 30 days and they will think that I earn 300 every month, but 
it’s not like that, because they take my merchandise and they give 
me a fine and I have to live, and I have personal expenses too.

What are the dangers of being a street vendor?

Well, everything is dangerous. When the mantero leaves his house, or 
even in his house, he is exposed to danger, because we know that the 
foundation of the union came about after the death of a mantero when 
the police entered his house, so, the mantero is always exposed to danger. 
He can die, he can go to prison or to jail, he can be deported too.
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What does the threat of the Detention Centers (CIEs) mean for street vendors? 

The mantero is a person who is exposed to all kinds of danger, because when they 
stop you in the street, anything can happen, whether you are selling or not. When 
the police identify you, anyone without papers can end their days in a Detention 
Center (CIE), and if you enter a CIE they can deport you to your country, because a 
CIE is a place [where] you don’t have rights, which is worse than prison, and [where] 
they do not respect human rights. In 2012, I’m not sure where, Idrissa Diallo died 
in a CIE and other people also died at other CIEs. There is also torture, there are 
people who torture them and deport them to their countries, and that is not seen on 
national television because they do not want to broadcast that type of information.

Why did you all decide to create a union? 

Well, in 2015 a colleague died in very, very unknown, very unfortunate circumstances, 
and that enraged many of us Senegalese who were living in Salou where the 
murder took place. And there were many confrontations between the police 
and all the people who were angry about the news of his death. And also 
people here came out to demonstrate. And from there came the formation 
of the union. And from this day we have begun to fight for rights, to make 
visible what is happening, what the mantero community is experiencing.

And why a union and not another type of organization?

Well, we decided on a union because it’s an organization that defends, it has the same 
challenges as any union, because what we do is denounce aggressions in the street, 
we pursue social projects, social solutions for these manteros, we create jobs and 
accompany people when they have trials and advise them on legal and labor issues.

What legal form does the Street Vendors Union have?

Well, the union has a legal form of an “association” because when we went to register 
it, we put the name “union” and they denied us the request, and we had to change 
the name to “association”, but we always keep the “union” name as a fighting name. 

What has the Union achieved since its founding in 2015?

We have achieved so many, so many things that we can’t name everything. The first 
thing we achieved was to change the prejudice that people, many people, had about 
us, because they always saw us as violent people, as people who lack intelligence, 
because they always dehumanize us. When we have created this, we have managed to 
make visible, disprove everything that was said about the manteros, change prejudices, 
and we have also been able to [get] them to recognize us, to respect us, so that we 
can sit down with authorities, with administrations to negotiate social plans, and we 
have also been able to help people with their legal paperwork, we have been able 
to form a cooperative that people can join and [that] will generate more work. We 
have also been able to create our own cooperative which is a cooperative of street 
vendors in Barcelona for manteros. And more than one hundred and twenty people 
who couldn’t get a one-year employment contract also benefited, they have been 
able to benefit from that. And we have also been able to create a brand, a brand 
that allows us to resist better, because with the association alone we can’t continue 
resisting, because we need to live, and with this brand we have been able to put 
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more than twenty people to work, up to twenty-five, and we have done many projects 
that have surprised a lot of people, with many actions. We have participated in many 
struggles, and [we have] gone to Congress to defend human rights, even to Congress 
in Belgium so that they can learn about the obstacles related to immigration, about 
what refugees and migrants experience, and seek solutions for all those people.

What battle fronts do you have open?

The union has two battle fronts, the labor struggle and the creative 
struggle, because the brand allows us to be creative, resist, and convey 
our messages, because all the clothes we have are messages of labor 
struggle. It is a message that we want to transmit to the whole world.

What is the relationship between the Street Vendors 
Union and the Top Manta clothing brand? 

The union is an organization of the manteros, so the union is Top Manta, 
because the union is an organization that emerged in 2015, which 
many street vendors from different countries were a part of.

Why did you all decide to create Top Manta as your own trademark? 

Yes, because it was a big leap to create this brand, but if there hadn’t been a 
convincing fight over the years, the brand wouldn’t have been very successful. 
But thanks to the work we’ve done over these two years, when we created this 
brand it surprised half the world because when we created the brand all the 
big media companies in the world came to do reports, all of them, and that’s 
what allowed this band to be successful, and it allowed us to start working, 
to have a store, to set up our silkscreening workshop and keep working.

Thanks to the success of Top Manta you have managed to 
open a store in Barcelona. How was this experience? 

Yes, at the beginning we didn’t have enough money to open a store, we had 
collaborated with a bookstore that was here and we shared that store and, 
in the end, the bookstore left and we continued with the physical store.

Top Manta is a pejorative term used to refer to street 
vendors, why did you choose this name? 

The name Top Manta is a name people call us here to dehumanize 
us. We have chosen to turn the situation around and give value to 
that name, that’s why we have chosen the name Top Manta. 

What relationship do you have with street vendors in Madrid?

When the union was formed, we didn’t just stay by ourselves in Barcelona, 
we went to many cities in Spain so they could also form a union. And Madrid 
is one of the cities that formed a union and joined the fight, and right now 
they are collaborating with us and selling their Top Manta products.
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How do you organize yourselves internally and how do you act? 

The union is an organization that does not have a boss, it’s organized in assembly form 
in which everyone can have an opinion, and that is our strength. When there is an 
incident on the street, we go out to do a press conference or we use social networks, 
and if it’s necessary to hire a lawyer, we look for lawyers who can help us with the issue. 

Has anything changed since the founding of the Union? 

Well, if I understand correctly, before forming this union, there were more abuses 
because the police knew that these people did not know their rights well, but 
when we formed the union it has changed a lot, a lot, because now they know 
that many things could happen like before, because we have a voice and before 
we had no voice, and, well, we don’t think that we have achieved many things 
because we know that there is a very long road ahead of us and there is a 
monumental job, because there are many people today who still need advice, they 
need a work contract, and they need to live with dignity in a home and they are in 
difficult situations because right now the situation in the street is very difficult.

Is there anything else you want to add?

I think I have said everything that’s most important, because the first thing that 
interests us is respect, right? If you gain respect, dignity, the rest are benefits. 
Because what interests us most is that they respect human rights, respect us as 
citizens here, because we contribute a lot and work here, we spend [the money] 
we have here and we spend most of our lives here. So, the most important thing 
what we want [is] to be considered first as human beings and as citizens here. 

TopManta Ad 

Believe in yourself. If you want it. Go and take it. Faster. Higher. 
Stronger. Run. Jump. Follow your dreams. Just do it. 

(Speaker 2:) Life is not like a sneakers ad. We know that the race has 
pitfalls. We did not come only in search of a decent life for ourselves and 
ours. We came to change the rules of the game, to make them fairer for 
everyone. Because it’s not about just doing it, but about doing it well. 
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Who are you? 

My name is Rafaela Pimentel-Lara. I’m from the Dominican Republic. 
I am 61 years old and I have lived here in Madrid since 1992. 

What is your relationship with Territorio Doméstico? 

I’m one of the founders of the collective, which was founded in 2006. 
I’m a domestic worker and a migrant feminist woman. Some colleagues 
and I founded this collective to meet and talk and fight for our rights. 

Who else has been a part of bringing this collective to life? 

A group of migrant women who were domestic workers created Territorio 
Domestico, but some feminist researchers have joined us since then, as 
well as other colleagues from the Lavapiés neighborhood and Escalera 
Caracola, a feminist center. In our initial meeting of domestic workers 
and migrant women, we began to talk about what was happening 
to a lot of us, and we started to build the space that is Territorio 
Doméstico. We decided it was a space to talk about what was happening 
to us and in care work at that time. It’s also a space for women to 
gather, care for one another, offer support, and practice solidarity. 

What legal structure was chosen for this initiative? 

We started as an informal association first. Many years later for legal 
reasons, we became a more formal, legalized association. But we have 
always operated as a non-profit group. We have a horizontal assembly, 
and we didn’t even have a president. We did everything as an assembly.

What is Territorio Doméstico? 

It’s a place to gather and to build, think together, and fight for 
the issues related to care that affect the majority of women. We 
fight for the improvement of working conditions and for women 
not to be the ones that always have to deal with the issues of 
care. We hope existing systems of care will be reorganized. 

Can anyone be part of Territorio Doméstico? 

Territorio Doméstico is open to all women, both domestic workers 
and feminists. Any person can join, and we aren’t part of any political 
party. There are different religions in Territorio Doméstico. More than 
20 different nationalities are represented in our collective. So people of 
any nationality, religion and political party can join. But we don’t allow 
political parties to come in because we’re building a collective to gather, 
support each other, sustain each other, and fight for our demands. 
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How many people are part of this collective? 

We don’t like to talk about numbers because in a collective like ours there are 
already so many invisibilized people. Many people are undocumented. Many 
people don’t attend our meetings, or they stop by once and then don’t come 
back. So we like to say that the collective is a space that many people pass 
through. At any given assembly there could be seven participants, or there could 
be 60. The way we work, some members don’t attend the collective’s assemblies, 
but they do attend the activities we host. If there are only seven of us one day, 
it’s because of our work situation. Often we don’t have the opportunity to do 
any activism because the field of domestic work and care is in a terrible state. 
We say we’re walking a tightrope, and many women sometimes can’t even 
afford to attend an assembly on a Sunday, which is when we hold them. 

How is decision-making organized in Territorio Doméstico? Is there 
a steering group that internally coordinates this collective? 

 We’re an assembly, but a few years ago we organized a steering group of 
a few members. Preparation for the assemblies is based on who is present. 
Three or four of the members who are present in a given assembly do the 
preparation for the next one. We organized it this way so that new members 
can also get involved, prepare assemblies, and take the lead on certain 
issues. The rest of us, if we want to talk about any particular issue, we let 
our colleagues know and we find each other at the assemblies. But we also 
get together in the steering group that we formed a little while ago. 

What are, from your experience, the advantages and difficulties of assembly? 

I think the methodology of assembly is what allows us to have active participation 
from everyone and to move at a slow pace, so no one gets left behind. Another thing 
we’ve learned is that all of our colleagues’ different knowledges are important, and 
we make all of our knowledge work together. I think the assembly format allows us 
to address certain matters that wouldn’t come up in other types of structures, where 
many women would be left out. We have adapted some things that have worked 
for us. For example, some of our members didn’t have experience giving talks or 
speaking on behalf of the collective. We’ve created communication workshops to 
lessen people’s fear of public speaking. The members who always speak in public 
accompany and offer support to colleagues with less experience, and they present 
on the collective as a team. This has worked because we now have more than 
10 members of the collective who can go give a talk, and we always do speaking 
engagements in pairs or groups of three. A partner never goes alone, even if they 
know the topic. We always try to go in pairs or groups of three, so we can learn 
from each other and our different ways of presenting. That’s what we’re doing now 
with the Territorio Doméstico book, “Biosindicalismo de los territorios.” At first there 
were four of us who could do presentations of the book, but we’ve included other 
members of the collective in our presentations of it. The book is our methodology; it 
contains tools from our collective, so others can present on it, too.  
 
 
 



#235/Territorio Doméstico
Constellation 

of the commons

Territorio Doméstico is usually linked to the concept of “bio-syndicalism.” 
What relationship exists between this collective and unionism? 

Look, the relationship between the Territorio Doméstico collective and the unions has 
always depended on the people who make up the unions. We have great friends who 
are in unions. But we haven’t had a very close relationship with the unions themselves 
because domestic work isn’t considered a job in the unions. So we get kind of left out 
of that relationship. Additionally, the way the unions are structured now doesn’t allow 
participation by domestic workers, caregivers, and migrant women who do the work 
we do. So like I said at the start, those of us who do this work are walking a tightrope. 
Our work situation doesn’t allow us to be part of a union. But there have been times 
when we’ve been present for union events because we believe it’s important for us to 
learn from the unions—from their history, their fight, and their way of operating. That’s 
why we say that if the structures changed and the work that we do was recognized as 
such, I think we’d be in unions. That’s why we, from the domestic workers’ collectives, 
are forming our own unions. And our domestic workers’ collectives demand that the 
unions and the State allow us to take part in negotiations as a collective. Because 
we feel more represented when we are the spokespeople for this movement. 

Territorio Doméstico came into being in 2006. How has this 
collective affected or been affected by the 15M event? 

The truth is that when 15M came about, we were already organized. And I remember 
when we began to take to the streets—because in the Territorio Doméstico collective 
there are many migrant women, like myself, who were activists in our countries and 
have a whole history there. When we emigrate to Spain or other countries, those 
histories are erased. It’s like you arrive, and you don’t have anything anymore. You 
don’t come from anywhere. So yes, 15M was an important moment for us because 
we started showing up to those demonstrations and participating on the axes 
of migration and feminism. From the beginning, for us, the 8M has always been 
a space where we could reclaim our rights and reclaim the issue of care from a 
feminist point of view. 15M was like a breath of fresh air amid everything that was 
happening in this country and all the existing demands and struggles of a lot of 
collectives. We started to participate, and our participation reminded a lot of us of 
the struggles in our countries - Nicaragua, Honduras, Colombia, and the Dominican 
Republic. We started showing up and seeing that this was an important moment 
for social movements, and for the policy we were demanding in the name of people 
and a better world, so that we all have better conditions and rights as people. 

Is Territorio Doméstico an initiative that only operates in 
Madrid or does it extend to the whole Spanish state? 

We operate here in Madrid, but it’s also true that through the tools we offer, Territorio 
Doméstico extends to many places. We were just at two meetings, a national one 
and another state-wide one, where there were many domestic workers and other 
collectives. And when we went, for example, to Seville, we found many colleagues 
and collectives that use the Territorio Doméstico DVD in their workshops. They use a 
fashion show program that we put together as part of their workshops and actions. 
They also use the performances that we have done in Madrid in their collectives. 
At the international level, we have also seen our tools being used in countries 
like Vienna, Italy, and Germany. The fashion show that we do is a performance of 
different types of domestic workers and caregivers. We do it in a festive, colorful 



/#236 Territorio Doméstico
Constellation 
of the commons

way where our members can participate. It’s a tool that’s used both in and outside 
of our collective to bring these issues to light. So many collectives have adopted it. 

Do you work in a network? 

From the start we have opted for alliances because we believe that this isn’t 
just a matter of us as domestic workers and as migrant women. It’s a matter 
of society as a whole, and it concerns many people. This is why alliances are 
fundamental to us. And there, in those alliances, we’re committed to sharing 
our knowledge and learning from other collectives to continue our struggle. 

On your webpage you describe yourselves as a “cross-
border space.” What do you mean by this concept? 

Many of us are pushed out of our countries and we come here because our countries’ 
resources are being extracted, or we come for other reasons. We don’t come because 
we want to have a happy life. I wish we didn’t have to come, because we are also 
defending the right to not migrate. But I don’t know. It’s not possible in this society. 
You are obligated to migrate from different countries because you no longer have 
a life there, the resources that you have are exploited there. There are also a lot 
of murders of activists and women there, who run away looking for a better life. 
So, of course, this affects everything in a cross-border way, because we are here 
but also there. Because our family members are on the other side. So I think it’s a 
matter of profound political importance to change the system from wherever each 
person is. We’re doing it through domestic work and caregiving. And that’s why we 
decided to organize ourselves. Because we also believe that when domestic workers 
achieve labor rights and transform what work means, society will also gain a lot. 

Territorio Doméstico responds to two urgent problems: the defense 
of labor rights for domestic workers and the demand for the 
regularization of migrant workers as well as their right to family 
reunification. Could you contextualize these two demands? 

In Territorio Doméstico, the women who make up the collective are all affected by 
the issue of migration. It’s migrant women who are supporting the care system and 
supporting domestic employment. So, of course, all of this affects us in our struggle 
from the start, because there are so many migrant women involved in our group. 
We ask that all migrants in these countries be regularized, that they not be seen as 
merchandise. A migrant person should not have to wait three years to have papers. 
They shouldn’t be invisible in the country where they work, and where they support 
something as important as care. The majority of us who are doing this housework 
are women. We’re the heads of our families, and we have to send remittances to our 
countries to support our families. For many women those three years without papers 
means three years of no contributions to social security, and that results in not having 
a proper pension, since we are part of a special system, where pensions are very 
low. Therefore, we will have very low and precarious pensions. And then there’s the 
whole issue of getting families back together. When you arrive in these countries the 
situation that we have to go through is a whole ordeal because many migrants have 
to leave their families and come to take care of people here. That’s very tough. Then 
we have to wait three years, and it’s not only three years because after three years 
they give you your papers, but then you can’t reunite with your family for another 
two years after you get them. That is if you are Latin American. If you are African 
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you’d have to wait longer. And then there’s the whole issue of nationality, which is 
bureaucratic paperwork. We think this is a very complicated issue, and it’s very difficult 
for people. In addition, not having papers also leads you to precarious jobs. Someone 
without papers will have much more precariousness in this type of work. So we want 
regularization. So we say, “They wanted hands and instead they got people.” Migrants 
should be seen as people who have rights. There is also the whole issue of care that 
we are working on. We want the State, which has stayed out of the whole care system, 
to get involved because caregiving is falling on migrant women’s shoulders, but also 
on women’s shoulders in general. We say there’s a historical debt to the women that 
have sustained this system through caregiving because in order for many people to 
work and make a living through their studies or through whatever it is, someone has 
had to stay at home doing these jobs, and there are so many women that have had 
to stay behind doing that work. Today many women have died without being able 
to receive a proper pension, without having been recognized for their work. All of 
these women that have worked taking care of people and managing their lives are 
now in limbo because no one has contributed on their behalf, and now they’re left 
without a pension, and they’re not going to get a proper pension. This is another one 
of the things that we’re fighting for, not only as migrants but as women. We demand 
these rights as part of a historical debt that this system owes to women because 
women have managed the lives of others at the cost of our own lives and own care.

What conditions is a domestic worker facing when they 
decide to migrate to one of the hiring countries? 

A lot of people’s challenge mechanism kicks in. The majority of the people who arrive 
in Spain, the United States, and many other countries have had to take risks. Very 
few people arrive and have connections. Right now there are some connections here 
because there is already some migration. But for me, for example, my only connection 
was my ex-partner, who was studying here. But so many people leave, buy their ticket 
if they are flying or traveling by other means, and they take a risk without having any 
contacts or anything. When you arrive in countries like Spain, there is an immigration 
law that marks you immediately. If you come from another country and you’re poor, 
you’re a woman, you’re a migrant, what do you find in European countries like these? 
Jobs like domestic work and caregiving. And a lot of women are stepping into that 
niche and doing these jobs. We arrive in a new place, and it’s like we’re standing up to 
life, challenging life and the world. Many women arrive here and know nothing about 
this place. They have left their countries and come here, like Lucrecia Pérez, a migrant 
woman who was assassinated because of racism, for being black, poor, and from 
another country. And she did not know Spain. And today there are so many women 
and so many people that arrive in Spain without having connections to anything. That’s 
why Territorio Doméstico’s and other collectives’ job is to inform; to reach people and 
inform them. To explain that, even though you don’t have papers you still have rights, 
and try to get people to find networks, find support, find each other so that we can 
have these networks and get through the migration process. Because so many people 
take risks and overcome their fears upon arriving. I think that in Spain and so many 
other countries there is a forgetfulness of the immigration that happened during the 
years when people from Spain, in the year 1936, started to emigrate because there 
was a complicated situation for many people and they were in danger. But how 
many people migrated? How many people put their families on boats to Argentina, 
Mexico, and all of those countries? And now when we see other people coming, the 
perspective is “How can a woman go on a boat or cross that border with her children? 
Does she not love her children?” So, of course, we talk about issues as if they didn’t 
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happen here because we forget. We forget so much. So I think we also have to push to 
remember that in Spain and other countries there were migrations and that in Spain, 
all of this also happened. I wish that when someone left their country there could be 
a safe border, that there could be care along the way, that people could arrive at the 
airports or the bus stations and there would be information and information offices, 
that there would be some protocols. But we know that this does not exist because 
the borders are more and more unsafe, there are even more people losing their lives. 
We’re seeing this with the caravans that are going from Latin America to the United 
States through Mexico. We’re seeing what’s happening because people are taking 
risks because they are looking for a better life and a life for families and themselves. 
We are trying to survive. We would like those protocols to exist, but they don’t.

How do migrant women find caregiver jobs and domestic work?

These jobs are often found by word of mouth. There are placement agencies, and 
we are hard on them because they create precarious situations a lot of the time. 
People see a posting in a newspaper or someone gives them an agency and they 
go there and find a job. Then there’s word of mouth because when you don’t have 
papers, someone tells you “go work with this family,” and that’s that. I think word of 
mouth still keeps working a lot. Then when you already have your documents, there 
are a lot of colleagues that are working in home help, and there’s a lot to do there. 
You think that having papers will get you a good job. But in reality, we believe it’s a 
matter of assigning value to this job and reclaiming public policies so that this job has 
good conditions. This work is not understood as a business when it’s the households 
themselves that are managing everything. Many homes are left behind, many families 
cannot afford a domestic worker and a caregiver. They have to make a living to be able 
to have that worker, and then it’s the women that later have to take care of their family 
members because there isn’t any type of structure or residential housing. There are 
no nurseries to watch your children so you can work properly. It’s always the women 
who have to take care, and nothing is happening to reorganize things differently.

What kinds of irregularity are the workers encountering, 
and why is it urgent to reclaim their labor rights? 

They come up against everything, even the unheard of, you know? Starting with 
women who are live-in domestic workers being offered three or four hundred euros 
when the minimum wage was six hundred. And if they paid you six hundred euros, 
from there they could take out social security. Domestic work is the only job where 
you do not know your rights when you interview. In other jobs, you take for granted 
that you are going to have vacations, a payroll, a good salary, hours, and well-defined 
tasks. But not in domestic work and caregiving. It’s like those things don’t exist in 
this environment. We say “live-in workers work 24/7,” which means 7 days a week 
working 24 hours a day for salaries that are not enough. We’re still fighting for the 
minimum wage, which is 965 now and 1,100 for a live-in worker, to be paid. But 
still, the majority of homes do not pay this salary, and that’s why there are so many 
claims and complaints. We win some of them. In the end, it’s the domestic worker 
with the employer, who comes to an agreement. Some have contracts, others don’t. 
Some pay the full amount, others pay half the amount, others say they cannot pay 
because they have no way to pay, others say that they cannot give you vacation. You 
have to work without time off, or if they give you time off you have to go on their 
vacation. Live-in workers go with their employers on vacation, but you have to keep 
doing your job. They buy your ticket to Ibiza or Palma de Mallorca, and then they 
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tell you that’s your vacation. In this job there is tremendous irregularity, right? We 
also know that there are some workers who have these matters figured out. I, for 
example, have worked with a family for the past 27 years, and from the moment I 
started with them, I have had my contract, my social security, my pay, my vacation, 
and my days off to rest. When I have to go to the doctor, I go because I have the 
right to. But this situation is so uncommon. Not all families give these rights to their 
workers. We’re seeing that in the middle of the 21st century, there is true slavery in 
this work, very little social recognition of this work, and a low value assigned to what 
we do. Even knowing that many families leave what they love most with us and what 
is most precious to them, which is their family members and their homes, our work is 
not recognized. So a domestic worker ends up in a one-on-one interview, where the 
employer says “You’re going to work these hours, you will get paid this amount and 
you are going to do these specific tasks,” but then they don’t fulfill that commitment. 

Keeping in mind the diverse experiences that you have collected in 
the collective, do you know if the labor contracts that are extended 
to domestic workers comply with the provisions of labor law? 

For the most part they don’t comply. Or they give you more work. We have found 
that of the 965 euros for domestic workers, 200 euros or so are taken out for social 
security because the family won’t pay it and they say, “It is what it is.” So there are 
so many people who are doing this job because they need the work. For example, 
migrants need to pay taxes in order to renew their papers. So how do you tell your 
employer not to take your money to pay for it? There’s an abuse of power problem. 
We also know there are people that are doing all of this well, and we value that, 
and we like to bring it up so that society can see that there are people that can do 
it. In fact, the people that do it well are the people with the fewest resources. That 
needs to be stated. Because we find the biggest problems where there is the most 
money. People do not want to pay the minimum wage, do not want to give vacations, 
and do not give any right to rest. In 2011 as a collective of domestic workers, we 
were able to make some improvements. For example, in domestic employment, 
a worker had to wait 29 days to take a sick leave. This is the only sector where 
this element is present, or where there’s the possibility for “abandonment,” which 
means that if you work in a home they can fire you for any reason. This concept 
only exists in domestic work. We also achieved the right to 36 straight hours of 
rest for domestic workers. For live-in workers, two hours off if you work for more 
than eight. If you work for less than eight hours, you have one hour daily to rest. 
But we are still fighting for domestic workers to be paid the minimum wage. We 
are still filing complaints. We are still suing employers over this legal vulnerability. 

It seems that achieving women’s right to work outside of the domestic 
space, rather than crushing the patriarchal capitalist system, has been 
a contributing factor to both the increase of caregiving offers in private 
and clandestine sectors and the vulnerability and violation of labor 
rights for domestic workers. How do feminisms respond to this fact? 

Feminists have an unresolved issue. Many Spanish women managed to break into 
the remunerated workforce or get an education. And since there was this issue of 
the majority of men not taking responsibility for the work that corresponds to them, 
what many women have done is make other women do those jobs. In feminism 
we make sure to talk about this and the solutions because there are women doing 
this work so that other women have access to the right to go out and work. There 
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are two main issues here: The state needs to take responsibility and do their part 
in terms of care and the work that so many women are doing, and men need to 
accept the co-responsibility that corresponds to them. That’s why we believe that 
there needs to be education about domestic work and caregiving. It needs to be 
explained that women are not the only ones able to carry out these jobs. Boys and 
girls must be educated equally. So going into a kitchen and putting on an apron 
and washing some dishes is not a matter of men or women. Or explaining that we 
are not going to be less of a man or a woman if we do certain jobs. That’s why we 
say that the job of caregiving and domestic work needs to have social recognition 
and needs to be recognized and valued so that everyone in society does it.

In this capitalist, patriarchal, racist, classist, and agist framework in which care is 
precarious, commercialized, and privatized, are the rights of families also violated? 

We are part of an entity called Senda de Cuidados. We created it as a way to manage 
issues of care so that domestic workers and their families have the means to provide 
decent care in good conditions, so that families and domestic workers can be 
valued and respected. Through Senda de Cuidados we also explain to families what 
rights they have, for example with the whole issue of the Dependency Law (Ley de 
Dependencia), which had certain intentions to begin with but has gone in a different 
direction. We also get families to see that this isn’t just our issue; the families also have 
rights, like the right to decide who takes care of them, how they want to be taken 
care of, if they want their own family to take care of them, and under what conditions. 
I believe that we need to do all of this together because that’s advantageous, and 
because there’s a situation where families can’t afford care because care is being 
commodified. Right now we see so many agencies and so many companies that are 
selling care. Some people can’t buy that care and are getting left behind. There’s a 
lot of loneliness and people who can’t even leave their homes because there isn’t 
any commitment to decent care. We see buildings that don’t have elevators, and 
some people can’t leave their homes to take a walk in a park, whether or not they’re 
accompanied, because there’s no commitment to a society with care. There is no 
commitment to that here. There’s a commitment to care that’s commodified and 
sold at higher and higher prices– care that is also more precarious and is sustained 
by women. It’s us, the women, who are going into the workforce at a disadvantage, 
and we’re doing what it takes because we have so many hardships, and there is 
so much disparity when it comes to getting a job with good working conditions, in 
part because women are not earning what we should be. I think in that sense, as 
far as our communications with families, we tell them that this is all of our fight.

What solutions are you considering within Senda de Los Cuidados and Territorio 
Doméstico to alleviate this situation where domestic workers’ rights are violated? 

We have to work toward another way of reorganizing care. We have to support 
public policies that do that. We have to, starting with family and the people who 
take care of us, decide how our care will be. What is the care that we want? If the 
family wants to continue doing the caregiving, that family should have support so 
that they can take care of their family, but you shouldn’t have to give up on your 
own life to take care of your family and then not have anyone to take care of you. 
Because, as we say, who will take care of the caregiver? Because you decide to take 
care of someone, but at what cost? In addition, some families want to care and want 
to be taken care of in their own homes. They don’t want to be moved from there. 
But in the society that we’re in, a patriarchal, capitalist, racist society, the culture of 
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care that we can defend does not exist because there is no commitment to it. Care 
is seen as a market transaction, and in a society where we’re moving at full speed, 
whoever doesn’t have money to pay for care is thrown away. And so many families 
do not have the resources to take care of themselves because in this capitalist world, 
you work to live, to live poorly. But you’re not really working to have a decent life. 

What jobs are commonly done by a domestic worker? 

We say that it’s like managing people’s lives. Because a live-out domestic worker has to 
arrive first thing in the morning, and the live-in worker just stays there and has to get 
up at seven in the morning. Because taking care of someone means making breakfast, 
taking care of the kids, taking them to school, picking them up. Many kids sometimes 
do not have a dining hall so you have to pick them up and bring them home for 
them to eat. Then you have to clean the house, take care of the grandparents, etc. 

The care that many women are giving is professionalized care, and many women 
that have put themselves out there have had to get trained with their own money 
to be able to do this job professionally. Because you find yourself in situations and 
caring for illnesses like Alzheimer’s. Those are situations that should be handled 
by nurses, doctors, or workers that are specialized in this. Right now so many 
caregivers are doing these specialized jobs. Waking up with that person, changing 
their urine bag, changing the bedpan. In other words, all of these caregiving jobs 
that are professionalized, right now you are finding domestic workers doing them 
on top of cleaning the house and taking care of the kids and the grandparents 
with different illnesses. In our performance, we call them the “octopus worker” 
because it’s like they have many hands to do many things at once. We also find 
tremendously difficult situations where domestic workers are working in a home 
and doing various jobs for more than ten hours. Some even have another job, and 
there are cases of employers that have the employee in a multipurpose role. They 
have them work in their home and then take them to their workplace to clean 
their shops or wash dirty gowns at their medical center and clean there, too. Then 
you have to clean the flats or the second houses that many of these people have. 
This same worker has to go clean their other residence on weekends or holidays, 
but without pay. You can find yourself in various situations that are quite tough. 

So a domestic worker and a caregiver, for starters, can take people to the hospital, 
give them insulin, take them to appointments, accompany them in an ambulance, 
call an ambulance for them, so...that is why we say it’s “managing life.” For live-out 
workers it’s the same, from getting groceries to making orders, cleaning the house, 
taking care of people, ironing, and washing. In short, all of the tasks that people going 
to their jobs leave behind for you to do, and you have to manage everything. When 
they get back they find a clean house, food that is prepared, kids that are taken care 
of. Even in recent years there are a lot of domestic workers that speak English and 
are giving English classes to the kids. They’re also academic support because when 
the kids get home, they take care of doing homework with the kids. Because of 
this abuse, many colleagues lately don’t even want to say that they’re seamstresses 
because then at the end of the day you end up sewing the ends of pants, making 
curtains, making tablecloths, or many colleagues end up making birthday cakes instead 
of buying them. In other words, a lot of tasks that they really should not be doing. 

Do you think the hiring families are aware of their complicity in 
this structural framework that violates worker’s rights? 
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Many people are conscious. Others aren’t, and some don’t have a choice. Imagine 
you have to take care of your parents, and you also have to work, and in the 
system they’re demanding a lot of hours from you. I mean, you do whatever you 
can. We pay a domestic worker 500 euros because it’s all we have to offer, and 
that’s that. In these cases, since there is a violation of rights and the employer is 
not complying with the law, the worker can file a complaint against the employer, 
and then the employer has to deal with it because the system will not save them. 
Why? Because the system has not given them what it needs to give people in 
a society: rights. We have a right to public health with good conditions, basic 
services, and decent housing. When you don’t have any of those, well you have 
to find a way to live, so you seek outside help in order to have all those things. 

Do you receive any type of institutional support? 

From institutions, none. What is done, the little that is done, is through collectives. 
For people, being organized and going to an assembly is a lifeline. Meeting with 
others, crying with others, talking with other women who are also domestic workers. 
That’s what is saving the domestic workers right now. The pandemic has been 
one of the cruelest issues. When the domestic workers had to stay in their live-in 
homes, many colleagues had to be locked up for four months without seeing their 
families, without going out because of fear. There was also the responsibility that 
fell on many domestic workers of not infecting the family, of not infecting the other 
people in the household. This has a cost. As a collective, we asked psychologists 
for help so they could help a lot of women who still, even today, are suffering the 
consequences of those months when they were locked up, and it was four months. 
If you add this to the situation of the years of confinement that so many live-in 
domestic workers experience, just think about the consequences and the cost of that. 

We have not received any answers. Even during the pandemic, when the State took 
the measures that it did, domestic workers were still being left behind. We had to 
press for a subsidy, which was not the solution, but it was an accomplishment. It 
was a 70 percent subsidy, and many domestic workers stayed out of it because 
the subsidy required a person to have stopped working before March 16th, and 
only then could you access the subsidy. All of the domestic workers that paid 
taxes had a right to the subsidy. Domestic workers that were sick, domestic 
workers whose employer had passed away, and undocumented domestic workers. 
But look at the conditions in this sector: Many people work without papers. 
Many people work and, even though they do have papers, they’re not under a 
written or verbal contract, and their taxes don’t get paid. Many ended up being 
left out of this measure, even though they meet some of the requirements. 

On top of that, the subsidy was horrible. Many domestic workers took five months 
to get their subsidy because the mechanisms created didn’t work, there wasn’t 
a number that you could get in contact with. This was all done online, when 
we’re aware of the digital gap that exists for many women that are in this job. 
It was a true disaster, but we were able to do it. We call it lights and shadows 
because we know that it didn’t reach everyone, but it was very important for 
many women who were left unemployed. From within the collectives we also 
made resistance boxes, which were what saved many women in the situation 
that we lived through with COVID. But we got nothing from the institutions. 
They did not commit to anything, there was no institutional support.
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Many domestic workers from all over the world contacted us through our webpage 
to tell us about the situations that they were in, but our hands were tied. We 
were able to reach some domestic workers with the resistance boxes because we 
were lucky in that a lot of people supported us, and we in turn supported many 
domestic workers with that for five months. The impact would have been much 
worse if we hadn’t had those resistance boxes. Many collectives concerned with 
precarity and essential workers’ collectives also made resistance boxes. If it weren’t 
for the resistance boxes and the support of citizens, the impact would have been 
a lot worse because the institutions up to now have not done anything at all. We 
had to go into neighborhoods with food banks so that colleagues could go get 
food for their families. But from the institutions, there was absolutely nothing. 

Does Territorio Doméstico have the capacity to offer legal support to working people? 

We’ve had a lawyer since the beginning of the collective, but she’s an activist 
who works with us for free. Now, between all of us, we can do that work. 
Last year we created a space called Acuerpar Derecho [Embodying Law], 
where various lawyers try to support us with what they can in their free time 
as activists. So we support our colleagues that way, we help them file claims, 
we go to the trials, and we talk to them. It’s a very tough job, and we’re 
drained. Our lawyer couldn’t take it anymore. We had to create Acuerpar 
Derecho to look for additional support, and even then it was not enough. 

With other colleagues from other collectives, we have also created the Sindicato 
de Trabajadoras de Hogar [Domestic Workers Union], which is called SINTRAHOCU, 
a year ago, and we also have lawyers there. And the complaints from our 
colleagues are also collected. Within a year three lawsuits were won thanks to 
us. We don’t have legal support. The offices are set up on our premises, and 
we do the work, helping our colleagues with the knowledge that we have from 
our experience with other lawsuits. We have also been training ourselves as if 
we were lawyers. Because we are domestic workers, we are activists, but we 
also have to deal with this whole situation without resources because we are 
a collective that does not receive any type of support to do these things. 

Do you think that the violation and infringement of labor rights occurs in 
the same way for migrant domestic workers as for the self-employed? 

I think 100 percent of us experience it because since domestic and caregiving work 
is done by women and hasn’t been given a lot of value over the years, we find 
working women that have papers but that are treated the same way. For migrant 
women the treatment might be worse, but some Spanish women aren’t under a 
contract. Having a domestic worker is a sign of status, but this work is belittled at the 
same time. That’s why we keep insisting that there needs to be social recognition 
by the people of all of this. It’s a lot harder for migrants because there is underlying 
racism. And then because of the gender issue. It’s women who are denied these 
things because there is this historical precedent that says women are made to take 
care and do these tasks. That is the issue and that is what we have to change. 
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Your motto is “Because without us the world doesn’t move,” and in your 
logo we see a woman moving a complex gear. At the same time, and from 
everything we’ve been talking about, we see that the figure of the domestic 
worker is easy prey in a system that is oppressive, exploitative, capitalist, 
patriarchal, racist, and classist. Isn’t this contrast of images paradoxical? 

That’s why our fight isn’t only about our rights as domestic workers. We go farther 
than that because we know that everything affects this issue. So we have always 
said, we want rights for domestic workers. We want to be recognized by the 
government as all other workers are. But we want to go farther than that because 
when we, as domestic workers, get these rights that the rest of the workers have, 
we’ll still be discriminated against for being women, for being migrants, for being 
black, for being poor. So that’s why we want to go farther, beyond this. And our 
proposal is for care to be organized another way; for care to be valued, for care to 
stop being precarious, and for care to stop being only done by women. Care should 
be considered a job because it’s what sustains the society we live in. Without our 
work this society would not function because there is a silent job that women are 
doing throughout life, but it is not considered as such. And until this is reorganized in 
another way, we are going to keep having the situations we are finding right now. 

Through Territorio Doméstico you are reclaiming Covenant 
189. Can you explain what this claim consists of? 

Look, Covenant 189 is a covenant that the OIT [International Work Organization] 
made almost eleven years ago. It’s a covenant that would improve the situation 
of many domestic workers. We, the domestic workers, are subject to a specific set 
of rules under which we are guaranteed almost no rights. Until 2011 we couldn’t 
even get what I was just talking about regarding having a contract, vacation, our 
pay, our contributions, our sick leave beginning on day one like any other worker. 
Those things aren’t in the rules that apply to us. There aren’t labor inspections, labor 
inspections are not allowed. So Covenant 189 was made specifically for this sector. 
But the Spanish State agreed to ratify it eleven years ago and has not ratified it. 

Other countries have ratified Covenant 189, and we want to see it ratified 
because it’s true that it would improve our situation. But what we really want 
is for the general rules to apply to us, as they do for all other workers, and we 
don’t want to be putting bandaids on the problem. They should not tell us 
that there cannot be a labor inspection, when it’s well known that there are so 
many barbarities and rights violations being done to so many people who are 
doing these jobs inside people’s homes. But because of the existing structural 
frameworks, many times they do not allow people to go into employer’s homes. 

This covenant has been ratified in more than 30 countries, Italy being the first. It’s 
also true that Covenant 189 has been ratified in other countries and they are still 
there too, because we want it to be ratified and also applied. It’s not only a matter 
of ratifying it, signing it, and that’s that. In order for the covenant to be effective, it 
has to be ratified and applied. So this is our main battle, that’s where things stand. 

The party in power today has promised to do it, and we are still waiting. The last 
thing we heard is that the headlines are saying that Covenant 189 is here. But 
we know that it isn’t. In our most recent meetings with domestic workers and 
various ministers, we gave an ultimatum that gives them until September 31. We 
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said we want to know if Covenant 189 of the International Work Organization 
will be ratified and when, and we want to be present during the negotiations. 
Because we are the ones that have to know what is happening with the covenant 
that was made for us. That’s why we’re waiting. In June we took to the streets, 
we did some things, and now if it isn’t ratified, we’ll be out in the streets putting 
pressure. And all we want from other collectives and other groups and from the 
unions is support, for them not to look the other way, and for us to be able to 
take hold of this demand we’re making, because it would significantly improve 
the lives of domestic workers who are going through really hard times and trying 
to deal with our situation through claims and lawsuits, which isn’t enough. 

What is needed for Covenant 189 to be a reality? 

Political will first. There has to be political will because they’re the ones that are there 
to make laws. They are the ones that have to watch over the citizens, and many of 
them don’t have the political will. And, well, many of them also have domestic workers 
in their homes and don’t want to do their part. And yes, we believe there needs to 
be more pressure from the citizens so that we can be recognized, valued, and have 
these rights. If we don’t open our eyes and get organized and know that your rights 
are my rights, and our rights are everyone’s right–If we don’t see it like this, and if we 
see this as an individual issue, where I have to fight for my home, fight my own way 
out of this…Well then when the autochthonous people don’t have adequate working 
conditions, when you cannot afford to pay for the private healthcare that this situation 
is leading us to, you are going to get left behind. And we are going to end up with 
relief houses again, where if you’re poor the only care you can access is through 
relief houses. Or if you have money, well, then you can access existing healthcare. 

Who takes care of the families of caregivers? 

Well, our families. That’s why we talk about global chains of care, which refers to the 
women that take care of our family when we decide to migrate. It’s almost always 
the mother, the grandmother, the aunt, the neighbor, who takes over these jobs. 
And we send back remittances with the work that we do in the places we migrate 
to, which is another aspect of the silent economy that is never considered but is 
sustaining many countries, including the countries where we live because with our 
precarious salaries we pay for housing, we eat, we buy food, we buy clothes, we 
buy medicines that we send to our countries of origin along with remittances in 
the form of money. And here all of the banks, agencies, and everyone earns money 
from this. So we’re managing our families’ care. And we are still looking on and 
judging. Because there is a xenophobic, rightwing discourse that expresses ideas 
like “These people have thrown away their children,” or “These are the kids that are 
in gangs.” But we know that all of this is a product of the system, which ends up 
pointing fingers at those who are the weakest and who don’t receive that care.

What is the situation for caregivers when they get 
older? Who takes care of the caregiver?

We have colleagues that are domestic workers, caregivers, that are 70 years old still 
working to be able to have a good retirement. And then many have been caregivers 
and now do not have a place to live, do not have anything to eat, do not have 
anywhere they can be. So we believe this isn’t a fair situation for women who have 
spent their whole lives caring for others and now don’t have anyone to take care 
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of them. It’s not fair that the system does not make programs to take care of these 
women, who have given their all their whole lives and now are 60 and 70 years old. 
We can’t keep going in this system and this way of working that this brutal form of 
capitalism demands, where what it wants is to squeeze more and more of us, and 
what they want is young people so that they can exploit them so they will earn less. 
All of these people that have given their lives to caring for and managing homes 
right now are seeing ourselves at 60 and 70 years old, and we know we won’t have 
access to this brutal market that we’re living in right now. And then they make you a 
victim, and they make you look like the guilty one because you are to blame for not 
having managed your life, and that’s why you have to end up asking and begging. 

The activities of Territorio Doméstico seem to be a three-pronged call to action: 
raise awareness, demand a series of rights, and dignify participants as subjects of 
the law and subjects outside of a stigmatized condition. You are currently holding 
workshops, you have made a radio show with 8 episodes, a documentary, an album 
of songs, a fashion show, and two books. How do you sustain all of this activity? 

The first thing we say is that we have supported each other, we have sustained each 
other and then we organized ourselves later. We talk about this in the book. It’s a 
little strange. People often say, “We have organized ourselves” first. We say, first we 
had to sustain and support each other, so we could later organize ourselves. We 
support each other and take hours off of sleep and rest. So time is fundamental. We 
try to do everything collectively and not do things alone. We believe that we build 
collectively. We think that with these tools we can reach, for example, schools, we 
can reach universities. For more than three years we have been giving modules on 
migration and gender in a public university, where we have talked with students 
and told them our story and our trajectory of struggle. We talk about this situation 
of care and work. We tell the young men and women so they can see that this 
situation is happening, and so they can get involved. And we’re actually pretty 
happy with that because the young men and young women are getting involved 
and doing their theses or their research projects on this subject, and we can’t do 
those things, but then can, right? That’s another contribution that we make. 

We always share our knowledge because that’s what allows us to make and 
create a lot of tools and support each other in the struggle, in what we’re doing, 
because we know that doing it alone is very complicated, and we’re trying to reach 
other domestic workers with these methodologies. We’re also going to the places 
where the domestic workers are, to the interchanges, to the bus stops, to the 
train stops. We go to the parks, markets. To the places where domestic workers 
go. We show up there with materials, with invitations, and we talk with them. 

Can we find all of the educational material that you create on your webpage? 

Yes. It’s on the webpage, and we can also send it, if anyone asks for it. It’s a kit 
with the documentary that we made last year, “Politizar las ollas, las calles y los 
delantales’’ [“Politicizing the Pots, Streets, and Aprons,’’] which is the story of our 
collective since it came into being. It’s a pretty powerful documentary that talks 
about our struggles, with all of our members and colleagues as protagonists. It’s 
also available as a radio show. There’s a way to listen using mobile phones and 
other formats. We also send videos of the fashion show. There’s also a video of 
another collective that we’re a part of, which is where we do political advocacy. 
That’s the Jeanneth Beltrán Observatory, which emerged out of Territorio Doméstico 
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and Senda de Cuidados to collect the stories of the rights violations that affect 
domestic workers and other people who work in jobs deemed essential, or who are 
undocumented immigrants. Through the Observatory we have also worked on a 
documentary that can also be sent. There the workers and caregivers talk in the first 
person about the reality of the job that we do, the conditions, and they denounce 
the lack of rights. It’s four minutes long, but it’s one of the materials that is being 
used in universities and we also use it in our talks. And that is also available. 

Domestic workers are often referred to as feminine. Are 
there also male domestic workers and caregivers? 

We are mostly women. In Senda de Cuidados, we have had and have some 
male caregivers, but there are few of them. But we have had some. That’s why 
they also make an appearance in the video. They are more specifically caregivers 
because sometimes a person that is a strong man is needed to be able to pick up 
another person, or to give this type of care. In Senda de Cuidados we work so that 
families can also trust a male caregiver. Because a lot of people object to having 
one. On the subject of care, people still believe this myth that women have to be 
caretakers because of trust, because of, I don’t know, out of love. Because of all 
of these myths and stereotypes that exist. So it has taken a lot of work, but it’s 
true that in Senda de Cuidados we managed to have good caregivers, including 
African people, that could also care, which was another barrier to break. 

How do you maintain your energy and confidence in system change, living as we are 
now in this time of energetic collapse, eco-social crisis, and political disaffection? 

Well, first of all, my friends and colleagues support me. We get together and support 
each other. This has been essential for me and some colleagues; it’s what allows us 
to give up time we could use to rest or sleep to be a part of this struggle. In particular 
I think I have been very lucky to find a job where I’m valued, taken care of, and well-
paid for the 27 years that I’ve been with the same family. I think that that has given 
and gives me the strength to do activities. I think if I had worked for other families and 
had the difficulties that many of my colleagues have, I don’t think I would be doing the 
activism that I am currently doing. Because this requires a lot of work, a lot of hours. 
It requires a lot of rebellion, a lot of pushing, and a lot of energy. And when work 
takes up your energy, as it does for many of our colleagues, you cannot do this type of 
activism because like many colleagues say, “We’re like family here.” We’re all a part of 
this fight. And that’s what allows me and many of my colleagues to finish our workday 
and, with great pleasure and joy, do this work. We also know that if we don’t talk 
about these things in first-person, if we don’t speak for ourselves and our colleagues 
about what is happening, be it positive or negative, this issue will remain inside the 
home, and it will never be known. That’s why we make every possible effort to be 
there, to do things, to reach people. Because I want my grandson to enjoy a different 
society. There are many young women and young men who are getting involved in 
this, and I don’t want them to have to struggle to fight for such fundamental issues, 
for what it means to have rights, and for people to respect you for being a woman. 
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Who are you and what relationship do you have with Fiare Banca Etica?

My name is Albert Gasch Hurios. I studied law. I did several 
postgraduate studies in cooperative management, bank management, 
and a master’s degree in business consulting. I also worked as 
a lawyer in a law firm for several years. Then I jumped to public 
administration, and I was there for four years. And before Fiare Banca 
Etica I worked for two years advising people who wanted to set up 
cooperatives. This was as part of a public company that relied on the 
Catalan government. From there I jumped to FIARE Banca Etica in 
December 2007. Since then I’ve been here at Fiare Banca Etica. 

I’m actually one of the people who opened the Barcelona office of Fiare 
Banca Etica, and I’ve been working here for 15 years now. I started working 
in the most basic setting as a cashier, “caja uno” (“the first register”), as 
we say here. And after a few years, I was made a manager, what we 
call “sociocultural manager” or “associative relations manager” — The 
name keeps changing. Basically I manage the participation of all of the 
members in the life of the bank, with the understanding that in this bank 
the participation of the members is key; it’s in the DNA of the bank. 

Fiare Banca Etica as we know it today was born in 2005 from the 
marriage of two projects based in ethical finance: Banca Popolare 
Etica, a cooperative bank working in Italy since 1999, and Fiare, which 
has been operating in Spain since 2005. Can you explain how this 
initiative came about and what produced this confluence with Italy?

It began in 2005 — in fact, a little earlier — with a Basque foundation, 
which was called Fiare Foundation, or Fomento de Iniciativas para la 
Articulación de la Responsabilidad Económica (Promotion of Initiatives 
for the Articulation of Economic Responsibility). 52 Basque organizations 
from sectors of the Basque social economy, the religious world, and 
some from the cooperative world, came together to reflect on ethical 
finance. They said, “we want an ethical bank, a bank that responds to 
our needs as organizations, that understands our language and our 
projects and, therefore, a bank different from the ones we know.” It 
started with that reflection. In 2005 these organizations said, “We’re 
going to set up a bank.” So what did they do? They went to the Bank 
of Spain, the entity that authorizes the opening of banks, and said 
“look, we are 50 organizations that want to set up a bank, what do 
we have to do?” And the Bank of Spain said what they say in these 
cases: “You must have technical and economic solvency. That means 
having the technical capacity to know how to set up and manage a 
bank and to be able to prove it so that I can give you a license. You also 
have to demonstrate economic solvency, which means that you have 
to put at least 6 million euros of shareholder equity on the table. 

Constellation
of the Commons
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So these organizations that had great intentions, as you can see, only added 
up to 200,000 euros of capital. They didn’t have 6 million and even if they did 
have 6 million it wouldn’t have guaranteed that they’d be granted the license. 
It was a requirement, but they didn't have enough. So what happened? Well, 
they asked themselves, "What now? We don't have 6 million, what do we do?" 
And they said, "We’re going to try to raise equity capital to reach this figure in 
a few years. But in the meantime, why don't we start selling ethical products 
in Spain?" And to do that, they looked for an ethical bank in Europe that would 
allow them to start selling products on behalf of the bank, because in Europe 
there has been freedom of movement, of capital, of companies, for years.

So, they did an analysis of different banks and saw that there was an Italian bank 
doing what they wanted to do, as an ethical cooperative bank with a very interesting 
participatory system. That bank was Banca Popolare Etica. And they said to Banca 
Popolare Etica, “Let’s make a deal. We sell products in Spain on your behalf, as your 
agency, and in tandem we will raise capital to reach what the Bank of Spain asks 
for and set up our own bank.” And Banca Popolare Etica Italiana said, “We agree, 
perfect.” That’s how we started. And that’s how the project began in 2005. 

In 2005, Fiare was not a bank, it was an agency of an Italian ethical bank. That’s how 
Fiare started. In fact, in 2005 it was a limited liability company (LLC). It was called 
Fiare S.L., and it worked for an Italian bank. What happened then? We started to 
raise capital on one hand and to sell savings and credit products on behalf of an 
Italian bank. This started in 2005 in Bilbao and in 2007 in Barcelona, which is when I 
started. In 2008, Madrid also started and those are the three locations we have. Once 
we had had a close relationship with the Italians for five or six years, we proposed: 
“Why don’t we merge and create a single cooperative bank. We’ll join forces, create 
a bank of international scope, cooperative, etc. That way we’ll automatically have 
the license to operate in Spain because we’ll reach 6 million euros and together 
we’ll give a new dimension to this project.” This was proposed, and the social bases 
of the two organizations approved it and the merger was approved. Then all the 
political, economic, etc. merger processes were completed and, in 2014, the Bank 
of Spain gave us a license to operate as a bank in Spain. Legally, we are a branch of 
Banca Popolare Etica; we are a single cooperative bank operating in two countries, 
headquartered in Padova with a Spanish branch here but belonging to the same bank. 

You are a bank subsidiary that is part of a cooperative. Can you explain this 
coexistence of the legal form of the subsidiary with the cooperative formula? 

The cooperative is unique; we have the legal form of a subsidiary, but the 
organization chart is unique. The legal form is Italian; it’s called a “cooperative 
by shares.” It’s an Italian type of cooperative in which the cooperative principle 
of “one member, one vote” applies in a meeting of members that decide the 
major issues, regardless of the capital contributed by members. The capital in 
this case, and this is what is uniquely Italian, is divided into “shares” rather than 
“cooperative securities” as would be the case in a Spanish credit union. As a 
legal form it’s, let’s say, very similar to a credit union. So although we’re legally a 
subsidiary, we share a single cooperative legal form operating in both countries.
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On your website, you write that “we are a cooperative bank of reference in Europe 
with more than 42,000 members between Italy and Spain, organized in 5 geographic 
areas, with different participation bodies. We guarantee democratic management 
and ethical commitment to member participation under the principle of ‘one 
person, one vote.’” How is your internal operation coordinated and organized?

I train new people, and I explain Fiare’s organizational structure to them, which is 
what you just asked about. What you just asked about would probably take two 
hours to explain, but I’ll summarize it for you. We have two structures: one for 
personnel, which is the professional structure that does financial intermediation with 
professionals hired in the risk, marketing, and product departments like any other 
bank, but as an ethical bank. And then there is an associative structure, which are 
the organized partners, which is what you just mentioned about five areas, etc.

So, the professional organization chart is more or less the same as any bank with its 
departments, etc. The associative organization chart, which we call the “associative 
diagram,” is incredibly complex in Fiare Banca Etica. It is very complex, but I’ll try to 
summarize it quickly. The members are organized into what we call “value holders,” 
which is like a translation of the word “stakeholders” into the solidarity economy. 
We don’t talk about “interest holders,” which would be the literal translation of 
“stakeholders.” Instead, we use “value holders.” Value holders are political subjects 
within the bank, statutorily recognized by the bank and who always have a dual 
function: on the one hand, to promote the bank externally, to help the bank’s 
development, etc.; and, on the other hand, to participate in the internal governance of 
the bank, participating in the life of the bank and influencing internal decision-making.

These political subjects, who are the “value holders,” the basis of Fiare Banca Etica’s 
associative architecture, are of three types: on the one hand, the worker-members, 
that is, all the workers who are also members and form a value holder with their 
coordinating body, etc. On the other hand, there is what we call the “board of reference 
partners,” which are organizations at the national, supra-territorial level which, because 
of their size, are grouped together in a specific board. There are, for example, Cáritas 
española, REAS Red de Redes, REFAS, Ecoo Revolución Solar, Secretariado Gitano, 
and in Italy there are many others of national scope. This is another value holder, 
another political subject. And then there are the territorial areas that are another 
value holder, and there are five: four in Italy and one in Spain. These territorial areas, 
in turn, are divided into local groups of volunteer partners who also disseminate 
the product in each territory. For example, in Spain, which is a territorial area, we 
have 19 local groups. For example, in Barcelona there’s one local group, in Madrid 
another, in Andalucía there are two, and in Canarias there’s another, and each local 
group are volunteer partners who have their own coordinator, and they disseminate 
the product in that territory, they look for interesting alliances in that territory. 

We must also recognize from the start that this is a bank that does practically no 
advertising and that our method of being in places, of legitimizing ourselves and of 
being in the territories, is through these local groups that carry out this promotional 
function. But these local groups also have their coordinator, who is grouped with 
all the other coordinators and forms a body called “Area Coordination,” which is the 
representative body of the “area value holder” and has a series of consultative and 
participatory functions within the bank. Therefore, this internal participation also 
takes place in governance. I’ve simplified it quite a bit, but it’s more or less like that. 
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So, I’ll give you an example: in May, we have elections to the Board of Directors. These 
value holders have the regulated power to propose candidates to the lists that go 
to the Board of Directors; it’s a power that they have, let’s say, of participation and 
influence in the life of the bank. I’ll give you another example of participation that 
goes beyond the whole system of “value holders” and has to do with the ethical-
social evaluation of projects. That’s important. When a project is presented for 
funding, there is a double evaluation: an economic-financial evaluation carried out by 
the staff structure and an ethical-social evaluation carried out by volunteer partners 
who are part of a body of ethical-social evaluators. They receive an accreditation to 
make these evaluations and serve as a control to ensure that the projects that are 
financed correspond to the bank’s mission and ethics. Any project that is financed 
has to pass this double economic-financial and ethical-social evaluation. These are 
very strong examples of the partners and their participation in the life of the bank, 
both in terms of this whole system of value holders and social-ethical evaluators.

Who is part of the steering committee or driving group?

Our Board of Directors is composed of 13 people who are directly elected by the 
assembly of members under the premise of “one member, one vote.” It’s the highest 
representative and governance body of the bank as a whole and governs from the 
operational part to the associative part. It governs the operational part, mainly by 
appointing the bank’s general manager. This is the typical relationship in cooperatives, 
of board-director-manager. It’s the same here: we have a board of directors and a 
general manager, who is in charge of the operational part because they’re subject to 
the board’s directives. And this Board of Directors, in turn, is the one that manages, 
and is the highest governing body, of the whole social part. This is also the driving 
team, but then there are many other intermediate driving teams in a thousand areas.

Fiare Banca Etica has more than 42,000 members in Italy and Spain. 
What is the partnership protocol for individuals and legal entities?

To be a member of Fiare Banca Etica you must be a resident of Spain and to be a 
member of Fiare Banca Etica Italia you must be a resident of Italy. Becoming a member 
of Fiare Banca Etica is quite simple. Individuals have to acquire 5 cooperative securities 
or 5 shares that add up to a value of slightly less than 300 euros, which is capital that 
the person has and can recover if they leave. The only prerequisite is that, every time 
a person has to be approved, the list of candidates to join the various local groups of 
the territories is sent to the Board of Directors so that they can determine if there are 
any problems, but usually there aren’t any problems. With respect to legal entities, 
political parties aren’t accepted as members of the bank to maintain neutrality. There 
are some organizations that, because of their ideology or their values, might find it 
difficult to enter. For example, there was an organization that applied for membership 
and had a fascist or similar ideology and was rejected by the Board of Directors. There 
may be organizations that are rejected, but it’s unusual for these situations to occur. 

What is the international reach of Fiare Banca Etica? Do you 
work alongside other ethical cooperative banks?

At the international level we are part of some very important ethical finance 
networks. We are part of the financial society FEBEA, which is the European 
Federation of Ethical Banks, and we are the presidents through the figure of Peru 
Sasia, who is the advisor. We are also part of an international network of ethical 



#253/Fiare Banca Etica
Constellation 

of the commons

banks called Global Alliance for Banking on Values, which is a network sponsored 
by Triodos Bank and there is a person from Fiare on the board of Global Alliance.

I should also mention that there isn’t just Fiare, we’re not just a banking group. In 
addition to the bank, we have two foundations that carry out cultural and education 
activities, etc., both in Spain and in Italy. We have an ethical investment fund manager, 
which is Italian, but has also been operating in Spain for a little while, and we have 
another organization called CRESUD, which is an international microfinance company 
that collects savings here to carry out microfinance in many countries around the 
world through counterparts. So, if you ask me about the international aspect, I’d talk 
about CRESUD. Fiare Banca Etica owns 80% of CRESUD, and we’re working with it in 
Africa, in Latin America, in Oceania, even in New Guinea. We have projects all over 
the world and, therefore, we’re very present internationally through microfinance.

In addition to CRESUD, we’re partners with many organizations such as 
ECO Credit, SIDI, CoopMet, CoopFest, Alterfin — I could mention a ton. We 
recently gave a loan to a bank in Mali through Cáritas Africa as well. The 
international aspect of contacts and of management at Fiare Banca Etica 
throughout the world is astounding. When I found out about this, I’d been 
working here for four or five years, and I was amazed by where we are.

Fiare Banca Etica is a financial tool at the service of social 
transformation. Can you explain what you mean when you talk 
about an ethical banking model? What are its principles?

When we talk about cooperative banking, we’re talking about a bank whose 
legal form is a cooperative and, therefore, the principle par excellence of any 
cooperative applies, which is that the holding of capital doesn’t give power within 
the organization, but rather that “each member is a vote” regardless of the capital 
of each person. We apply this to the bank and that makes the bank a cooperative.

However, for us being a cooperative bank is much more than that. 
Above all, we use the concept of “cooperative governance,” which 
goes far beyond this formal element of cooperatives. 

For us, cooperative governance means: a system of value holders; participation 
of the members in the governance of the bank and in the decisions taken by the 
bank; strong social control of the banking activity; interaction between the structure 
and the social base; and economic democracy taken beyond the mere concept of 
“one member, one vote,” which is already important and revolutionary in and of 
itself. Cooperative governance is present in all the spaces we have for participation, 
dialogue, and exchange. The participatory processes we carry out on thousands of 
issues happen annually, we do one every year. For example, we recently had one 
to draw up the bank’s strategic plan. For us, that is cooperative governance. And 
when we talk about cooperative banking, that’s what we think of in our model.

And by ethical banking, what do we mean? To begin with, all ethical banks have 
two things in common: one is to use the money you raise from people, from 
clients, for the purpose of transforming society, financing projects that have a 
mission of transformation. And here the discourse can be either more or less 
intense. For example, you could say that we collect savings to finance projects 
that have a social impact, which is a softer approach, or you could say that we 
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collect savings to finance social transformation, which is a stronger approach. 
There may be nuances, but all ethical banks are based on this first element 
of filtering finance with a social, environmental, cultural, etc. objective. 

The second element common to any ethical finance entity, for me, is transparency, and 
for us it is simply explaining what we do with the money. There are many translations of 
transparency, but the easiest one to explain is that we publish online all of the projects 
we finance, the amount, the organization, who the project benefits, the financing, and 
so on. So, it’s transparency in the sense of explaining what we do with the money.

For us, ethical banking is more than these two things. For example, Triodos Bank would 
probably stop with these two elements because when they talk about ethical finance, 
they’re talking about conscience and money. And that’s ethical banking for them. For us 
it is conscience and money, social transformation and transparency, as well as economic 
democracy, the interaction of value holders, everything I’ve told you so far. For us, this 
is inseparable from the idea of ethical banking. For the ethical banking model we stand 
by, it’s hard to talk about ethical banking without it being cooperative, without there 
being, let’s say, all this interaction of the members in the life of the bank for a thousand 
reasons, because, for example, who defines what’s ethical, and how can the definition 
of what’s ethical be legitimized if there’s no democratic participation to legitimize it?

Here I’m going to wade into a slightly more complicated issue and that is that all 
Anglo-Saxon ethical banking in Northern Europe, which is a bit like the Triodos 
model, is based on an axiom that has a very Calvinist ethical origin, so to speak. 
It’s the idea that you, with your individual actions, change the world; do things 
individually, consume in a certain way, and, as a result, you will change things. 
That’s alright, but we, who are the representatives of a Mediterranean ethical 
banking model, from southern Europe, say that individual action is fine but 
that the world is changed with collective action, with networking, and with the 
aggregation of organizations and people who work in networks, and who, as our 
founder says, conquer the public space, so to speak. This is the difference in our 
model that we suggest when we talk about ethical and cooperative banking. It 
has to be ethical and cooperative. Cooperative in the deepest sense of the word, 
of broad, generalized cooperative-type governance. That would be the answer. 

Why talk about ethical banking and not public banking?

Well, this is also a complicated debate. Juan Garibi, who is Fiare’s director of strategy, 
always used to say, to solve these debates, that “the day there is a public, ethical, 
and democratic bank like ours, we will disappear, I promise. But as long as it doesn’t 
exist, we’d better keep going.” He always said that to solve the issue quickly. I believe 
that public banking has to exist. What I’m not sure about is the scope a public bank 
should have. There’s public banking, we have the ICO created in Spain in the seventies, 
but a general public bank that provides all the services, etc., would have to be 
discussed because “public” is not enough. It would have to be more than just public.

Fiare Banca Etica works for the transformation of the current social 
and financial system. What’s the direction of this transformation? 
Or, in other words, what model of society is being supported?

That’s the million-dollar question for this entire sector of society. We’re very much 
aligned with the models proposed by the social and solidarity economy. We’re very 



#255/Fiare Banca Etica
Constellation 

of the commons

much allied with REAS Red de Redes, we align with ecofeminist models, economic 
organizations that combine economic activity with environmental conservation, 
etc. It’s difficult for us to outline an alternative model to the one we’re dealing 
with because it’s a question for academics, it’s not a question for bank workers. 
In our social base we have, for example, Comisiones Obreras (CCOO), a Catalan 
integral cooperative, anti-capitalist — I don't know if they're still part of it — and 
we have organizations with a social-democratic profile, reformist, so to speak.

Therefore, Fiare contains very different sensitivities that come from a common 
diagnosis, which is the brutal inequality around the world — that’s indisputable — and 
the tremendous global emergencies that exist, such as climate change, for example. 
We agree on that. Now, where do we go from there? That’s more debatable. We’re 
aligned with REAS, but we’re not just REAS; we’re more things. Now I’m thinking, 
for example, we changed one of our slogans not too long ago. We used to say, 
“We want to change, or transform, the world with finance,” then came the question 
you’re asking of “where to?” We changed this slogan because we were being too 
pretentious. What we say now is “We want to change finance to then change the 
world.” So, I might not be able to draw you a model of society, but to tell you what 
kind of finance I want, I can talk about that at length. I can talk about what kind 
of projects we want to finance, which sectors we participate in, what transparency 
means, how to be accountable for what I do, what it means to be a cooperative 
and have cooperative governance, etc., I can explain those things to you. 

So, in the new model, we’ll have to either have the disappearance of banks 
directly, if possible, and if not, there must be new financial entities in accordance 
with a new model; which is the one we support. I can tell you that. So all these 
economic currents have to do with an idea of critical economics: economics 
that make common diagnoses, that have in common the understanding that 
we have to overcome the current system to have one that rejects these brutal 
accumulations of capital with inequalities, with ecological problems, etc. 

What model of ethical finance does Fiare Banca Etica support and practice?

It’s what we do more and more. Basically, it’s finance that has, on the one hand, 
a cultural activity in parallel to all the banking activity, very strong financial 
education, activism, participation in campaigns, which we’re already doing. 
It’s financial activity that plays a role internationally, that has an international 
aspect, that has a political impact on large groups, and that also tackles 
inequalities, fighting against poverty directly. This is done through microcredits, 
microfinance, and these types of things both nationally and internationally.

And it’s financial activity that, from a purely banking point of view, does what we’re 
doing. That is, finances socially transformative projects and takes part in emergent and 
urgent areas of involvement. And it’s activity carried out with transparency, as we do, 
and it’s much more than just publishing the projects we finance. It’s publishing social 
balance sheets, making impact reports of the financing we do, explaining the impact 
of our finances because, of course, when we say we want to transform, we have to 
explain how we’re transforming. We do all this from this cooperative, participatory 
dimension that is, with all modesty, so awesome, which we have from ethical banking. 
Therefore, I guess that’s the type of finance that we do, and more than what we do, 
at the moment. It’s also true that we’re very small in the large universe of banking, 
but we’re successful because our model works sustainably and it has an impact.
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What services does your bank offer and how do these services 
differ from those offered by traditional banks?

Of course, the services of current accounts, deposits, credit products, financing, savings, 
etc., are similar to those of a normal bank. So, what’s the difference? There are a lot of 
differences. For example, if you have an eco-housing project, we’ll understand it much 
better than any other bank. If a solidarity economy product from the third sector that 
deals with gender issues comes to you, we’re very sensitive to these issues and we 
have a capacity to understand these projects and to deal with them, which traditional 
banks don’t have because traditional banks often don’t understand them. And 
sometimes what happens is that traditional banks will come to us and ask how to do 
it because we know how to do it. So, in terms of services, we have this proximity and 
this capacity and then other characteristics of closeness to customers, of treatment. For 
example, in Italy we give mortgages to individuals and, due to our ethical principles, 
we have never evicted a customer for non-payment of a mortgage. And here in Spain, 
we’re giving mortgages to organizations, not to individuals yet, but when we start 
we’ll do the same thing. We’re not going to evict people. So there is a direct ethical 
treatment, transparent in terms of products, which is different from traditional banking. 

What differentiates the ethical banking model from that of a savings bank?

The difference between an ethical bank and a savings bank is basically that 
savings banks don’t make any ethical reflection on their financing: they finance 
things that give them business without filtering them through negative or 
positive ethical screens. They’re not entities that finance the solidarity economy. 
Savings banks used to do that. With their profits they would dedicate part of 
their social work to social projects, etc. It was something that gave them a certain 
credibility in some territories and in some sectors. But doing business by financing 
companies that manufacture weapons or destroy the environment and then 
helping the victims is a bit absurd. It’s better to do things right from the start. 

Are you one of the signatories of the Solidarity Economy Charter issued by the 
REAS based on the principles of equity, work, environmental sustainability, 
cooperation, non-profit, and commitment to the environment?

Signatories directly, as a bank, I doubt it, because as a bank to sign anything is 
messy. As a foundation or as satellite organizations to the bank, most likely yes. 
But regardless we are part of the REAS Assembly; we’re part of REAS. There’s 
something called the “Ethical Finance Board” in which all ethical finance is a 
sectoral partner of REAS and from there we participate in REAS. As part of that 
board, we’re signatories of the Charter. And not just that. We’re participating 
in the creation of the new Charter that includes new concepts that weren’t 
in the old one, such as adult-centrism, urban-centrism, and other issues 
that up until now hadn’t come up. We’re now working on these things. 

Thinking about the demographic diversity that shapes our societies 
based on gender, ethnic, and class variables, do you think that Fiare Banca 
Etica includes this diversity within its cooperative ecosystem?

The truth is that we still have a long way to go because Fiare’s savings clients are 
older or elderly people; there aren’t any young people. In terms of gender, it’s 
distributed, but they’re generally well-positioned people. And in terms of racial-
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ethnic issues, let’s say that as a bank we have a hard time reaching out. For 
example, the Fundación del Secretariado Gitano (Roma Secretariat Foundation) 
has joined the members’ table, which could give us access to a whole sector 
that we didn’t know about until now. We’ve also worked, and we’re trying to 
work more and more, with immigration issues, immigrants, asylum seekers, 
etc. We’re doing things in this area, but we still have a lot of work to do.

And with gender issues, I think we also have a lot of work to do, in line with the 
work that society in general has to do. If we compare ourselves with society in 
general, I think that REAS is in a very advanced position in that sense. We’re a 
little behind REAS. But with respect to society, we’re not that bad either. 

At the level of quotas, for example, our president is a woman, we have rules in the 
Board of Directors, and at the level of participation in local groups, we also have 
quotas. We have launched projects such as “Mujeres de Finanzas Alzan la Voz” 
(Women in Finance Raise Their Voice), which is a project that tries to explain the 
history of ethical banking through female voices that have been relevant in explaining 
our history. But although there’s a sensitivity to the subject and we’re doing things, 
we still have a long way to go. For example, at the personnel level, we’re working 
to implement an equality plan, a whole course of gender stereotypes training 
for the people who work there. We’ve incorporated the option of “non-binary” in 
questionnaires, something that is quite ground-breaking at the banking level. But 
still, I believe that we have a lot to do at the cultural level in terms of gender issues. 

What activities does Fiare Banca Etica organize to promote a critical 
view of the economy in both formal and non-formal education?

In the educational field we do many things through our two foundations, the Italian 
one and the Spanish one. Education focuses above all on what we call critical financial 
education, that is, on providing a critical view of the economy in the classroom, 
in schools, in universities, which is not normally the case. So there we have two 
quite powerful routes: a project called RedEFES, which is led by the Ethical Finance 
Foundation. It’s a blog and a network of teachers who incorporate critical economic 
content in classrooms and high schools and training centers. And then we, as a 
foundation, are also teaching courses in universities. These are courses equivalent 
to university extension credits, or even an expert course. We’re doing this at the 
University of Barcelona, now we’ve been approved in Mataró, in Deusto we have 
agreements, in Olavide in Seville, at the International University of Andalucía, etc. 
We have several courses that are training courses on ethical finance and that try to 
give a vision of the alternative economy. There’s a cultural battle here that is brutal 
and endless and we do what we can. But we’re quite present on these issues. 

Do you get invited to speak about your vision of the economy 
at universities, secondary schools, or high schools? 

Well, rather than inviting us, we have created a space for ourselves by introducing 
ourselves and looking for people who are sensitive to these issues because there 
are teachers who are sensitive and want to incorporate this type of course. Once 
we have the course developed, we sell it in different places. This way, little by 
little, we’re getting involved. This whole issue is obscene because there was a very 
important global financial crisis in 2008, 2009 with all the credit issues, and the 
big banks have financial education programs in classrooms, in schools, and they 



/#258 Fiare Banca Etica
Constellation 
of the commons

went there giving a vision that people have to educate themselves more financially, 
because of course, what they have to do is prevent themselves from being cheated. 
And in a way, what the banks have done is shift their responsibility to the people 
by telling them “no, no, the problem is yours because you haven’t educated 
yourselves enough.” That’s an abomination, and it seems absolutely reprehensible. 
It’s something we have to fight against. If you’re responsible because you have 
bad practices as a bank, if you’re directly a swindler and you cheat people, you 
can’t blame people for having been cheated, for not knowing better. You are to 
blame. And the banks have done this. They’ve played a lot with this, and I find it 
very outrageous. And obviously we try to fight against this with our small actions.

Is Fiare Banca Etica a tool for political advocacy? Are you 
invited to be political interlocutors at public policy discussion 
tables at the local, state, and European levels?

We’re part of CEPES, on the board of directors of the Spanish Social Economy 
Employers’ Confederation. For example, the director of Fiare recently met with the 
Secretary of State to discuss the issue of the “Next Generation” of European Union 
funds to make sure that the funds don’t all go to large corporations and companies 
and that some will go to the social and solidarity economy and ethical finance, or 
something that could benefit us. But we don’t do advocacy just at the state level. 
We also do it at the European level. For example, we’re part of FEBEA, which is the 
European Federation of Ethical Banks and we get consulted there. For example, 
when the European Union’s Action Plan and the taxonomy of sustainable investment 
come out, we’re part of groups where we’re asked for our opinion. We also play a 
role on the board of directors of Finance Watch, which is a European institution. 

Those of us who study economics from heterodox approaches understand that 
the existing social model is derived from capitalist economic assumptions, which 
are totalizing and inadequate because they don’t guarantee the biophysical 
sustainability of the planet, social justice, or the lives of various species. Taking into 
account the setting of social crisis and energy collapse that we’re living through, 
what analysis does Fiare Banca Etica make of those responsible for this situation?

Well, a diagnosis can be made in that sense, but as a communications strategy 
we don’t like to start pointing fingers too much. In fact, our policy is more about 
explaining what we do in a positive way and letting people judge for themselves, 
to inform themselves. Of course, banks, and society in general, are partially 
responsible. People have a responsibility. Politicians also have their share, but 
yes, banks have their share of responsibility in the crises that have occurred, 
and in the current situation, of course. And I’ll tell you more. On the subject of 
climate change, for example, investments in fossil fuels made by traditional 
banks have increased following the Paris Agreement. They haven’t decreased. 
So, banks have a tremendous responsibility on this issue, for example.

What analysis does Fiare Banca Etica make of the 2030 
Agenda and its sustainable development goals?

All of the indicators of the 2030 Agenda, the sustainable development goals, all these 
issues serve as a certain reference. In the Ethical Banking Group, the investment fund 
management company uses this as a reference to establish its own indicators. In the 
reports we prepare to analyze the impact of our financing, we tie them very closely 
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to the sustainable development goals. We haven’t completed an in-depth analysis, 
for the same reason I mentioned before. There are different sensitivities within Fiare. 
There are people who will be critical of these types of issues, and there are people 
who believe that they are instruments that are good for us, not that they’re a panacea 
but that we can use them as a reference. I can’t give you an analysis beyond that.

Is this a political project? If so, what kinds of politics are we talking about?

This is a political project without a doubt. Fiare is a political project that wants to 
transform finances in order to transform society. To be a lever of transformation in 
our field, working alongside other organizations that know their fields, to achieve a 
fairer and more egalitarian world. This is Fiare’s political project without a doubt.

Was there any connection between the events of 15M and Fiare?

Once the movement emerged, we were called on a lot to explain our proposals 
in many of the community’s assemblies. We were called on in many places, 
so we had a pretty sizable turnout. There was also a very interesting debate 
between public banking and ethical banking that arose as a result of 15M, and 
we participated in some debates in that sense. But beyond the initial impact, in 
the medium term, it didn’t entail a big change in the growth rate of Fiare Banca 
Etica. We maintained more or less the same calm pace we’ve always had.

You’ve been working at this cooperative for 15 years. Can you tell us about some of 
the challenges relevant to ethical banking and the environment of Fiare Banca Etica? 

The other day we had a meeting about the list that is being presented to the 
Board of Directors, which laid out some of the challenges. A very important one 
is consolidating ourselves as a group; as I was saying before, we’re starting to 
discuss the idea of the group now. Up to now, we’ve been discussing the bank, 
and it’s necessary to talk about the cultural work of the foundations, the work 
of financial education, political advocacy, etc. That is, there’s the challenge of 
presenting our reality as that of a banking group that has a lot of impact in 
many places, that reaches many sectors in many areas. That’s a challenge.

Another very important challenge is deepening the concept of cooperative 
governance, which involves us. Although we’ve really developed it quite well, we’re 
always thinking about this issue in order to go further. How do we encourage 
participation? How do we deal with participation at the group level? How do we 
interact between organizations? There are many questions that we ask ourselves, 
which is also a super important challenge in the medium term. For Fiare, another 
more basic but very immediate challenge is strengthening our sustainability. It’s 
fundamental because we’re now at the point of sustainability and we have to 
strengthen it. Another fundamental challenge, for the whole world of ethical banking, 
for our world of Fiare Banca Etica, is growth. But not growth from a purely economic, 
financial point of view, but rather reaching more people or more organizations, to 
help our idea of ethical finance grow in society. That’s a fundamental challenge. That 
always exists, but I believe that we have very important room for growth. In line 
with the Board of Directors, I’ve addressed the challenges we’re facing right now.
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At the Constellation of the Commons we’re working on the production of 
a proactive and exciting collective imagination that encourages citizen 
participation and co-responsibility for the approaching eco-social, 
polyethical, and economic transformations. Could you share a piece of 
good news from Fiare Banca Etica that supports this proactive outlook?

Well, I’ll give you a really good one: we’ve created a bank from scratch, with the help 
of many individuals and organizations that have put in a little money. But, between all 
of us, we’ve made enough money to create it. This has been done from the bottom 
up, chipping away over time, entering a sector that initially seems inaccessible if you 
don’t have a lot of capital. We’ve entered with a lot of people, and not with a lot of 
capital. We’ve done something that would’ve seemed really incredible 10 years ago, 
which is to start from scratch, with very few resources, a bank that has all the services, 
that works and is sustainable, with principles that have nothing to do with those of 
traditional banking. Well, that’s good news, really. And I can say it now after 14 years 
of work. But it’s been quite difficult to do this and for me that’s the good news.

How do you keep your enthusiasm for this project alive, living as we do 
in a time of social crisis, energy collapse, and political indifference?

It’s not that it keeps me active; it’s that Fiare Banca Etica blows me away. I’m 
amazed by this project. I’m delighted to work at Fiare Banca Etica and for me it’s a 
source of tremendous pride. It’s a lifegiving project, it’s a calling, and therefore I’m 
very happy to work here. For me, it’s an enormous effort because we often work 
a lot. For example, this Saturday, I have to work all morning, sometimes Sundays, 
but I don’t distinguish much between my free time and my work time because 
they’re a bit united in that sense, and I really like what I do. It’s true that sometimes 
I’d like to work fewer hours and be a bit more relaxed, but I’m delighted to work 
here. I feel absolutely fortunate to have contributed to this. That’s my answer.
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Who are you and where are we?

My name is Carlos González Antón. I’m a lawyer and consultant 
on environmental and rural development issues. I’m also a 
professor at the University of Administrative Law of León. 

You're a lawyer and a professor of administrative law at the University 
of León. How did you come to the Federación de Concejos?

From both a personal and a family perspective, I have a commitment 
to the issue of juntas vecinales and concejos. My great-grandfather 
and grandfather were mayors of a small village in Babia, in the 
mountains of Leon, where these institutions are very deeply 
rooted. For more than 30 years, I’ve been studying everything 
that makes up the institutional, legal, and economic context 
surrounding the idea of these juntas vecinales and concejos.

From a professional point of view, I’ve supported the creation of the 
Federación Leonesa de Entidades Locales Menores. In 2013, motivated 
by some legislative issues that were causing problems for these 
institutions, we also helped create the Federación de Castilla y León y La 
Estatal, which is one of the organizations that supports these efforts.

Where does your desire to take part in a federation that defends 
concejos, pedanías, and parroquías rurales come from?

Well, essentially, it brings my academic work as a professor of public 
and administrative law together with my role as a lawyer who has 
defended these juntas vecinales. This interest is also connected to my 
work as a consultant: I’ve worked for the Constitución de Reservas 
de la Biosfera en la Montaña de León, coming up with proposals for 
UNESCO. One of the main areas where we had an impact was in the 
defense of small local communities that have been in this territory for 
ten centuries, since the medieval repopulations. We believe that for 
the purposes of sustainable economic development, it’s absolutely 
essential to defend the political and institutional structure of these small 
communities. They are institutional, political, and democratic assets 
as well as being a very important asset for the future. That’s because 
they allow these communities to participate in their own future and 
continue to be the entities that have always defended these livelihoods 
and their cultural, ethnographic, and economic environments.

Constellation
of the Commons
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Does the term “Consejos” have the same meaning 
as “Pedanías” or “Parroquias rurales”?

They are regional terms. For example, if you go to Murcía, they are called “pedanías”; 
here, we call them “minor local entities.” The national federation is called the 
“Federación de Consejos, Pedanías, and Parroquias rurales.” In Asturias, “parroquia 
rural” is the term used in their laws. These are historical, territorial, and linguistic 
differences, which are also enriching because they reflect different realities.

When did the Federación start? 

Well, around 2013-2014. It was a complicated process because — and it’s important 
to condemn this — we encountered strong opposition from the political parties 
themselves. The leadership of the major parties didn’t want these small entities 
with their own mayors and their own councilors to have an information flow that 
didn’t come directly from the hierarchical party structure. In fact, some party 
leaders told the mayors of these towns not to join the Federación. And some of 
these mayors told me, “Carlos, this is the first time that we’re organizing ourselves 
like this, but now my party is telling me to leave. I’ll have to join anonymously. 
But, I want to keep working on this.” And that’s how it is. It’s this story of all 
these little things. If we go back a bit, it’s possible that the juntas vecinales 
didn’t suffer as much harassment during Franco’s dictatorship as they have since 
they were granted a theoretically “democratic” status. Political parties became 
integrated into these rural areas and small communities of people. The incursion 
of partisan issues, of “one side versus the other,” has been really hard to bear. 

Politically speaking, which parties are represented in the Federación? 

The Federación has always maintained a completely neutral approach. The board of 
directors consists of independents as well as people from across the political spectrum. 
From the People’s Party and the Socialist Party to the UPL (Leonese People’s Union), 
which is a regional party. We’ve always had a desire to keep the more ideological 
elements separate from the bottom-up defense of the interests of small communities.  

Why did you choose to be a federation? 

That’s a good question. It’s because we adopted the model used by the 
Federación Española de Municipios y Provincias, which uses the autonomic 
model used by the Federaciones Regionales de Castilla y León. And there were 
federations in other territories and communities. For example, in Cataluña, in 
Asturias, in Navarra. But we believe — and this is another fight we’ve had due to 
the territorial asymmetry that exists — there has to be a specific federation for 
minor local entities (Juntas vecinales, concejos menores, parroquías, pedanías, 
etc.). It needs to be separate from the Federación de Municipios y Provincias.  

Why? Because we’ve been told in meetings where we were going to talk to the 
general director of the autonomous community about joining that federation. But 
joining it is, frankly, useless. That’s because we would only represent 0.5% of the 
population, with very different realities depending on the territory. For example, 
within Castilla y León, in León there are 1200 minor local entities, but in Valladolid 
there are nine. This territorial asymmetry means that in the north (León, Palencia, 
Burgos, Cantabria, Asturias, and Galicia) there are actually fewer. In Galicia, there are 
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two realities that often get confused and they are the parroquías, which are small 
unorganized villages, and minor local entities, of which there are really only nine or ten.  

What I tend to say is that the problem with that federation is that we’ve always 
believed that we have to maintain our independence to represent a different reality. 

What are the goals of the Federación de Entidades Locales Menores? 

At the Federación we seek to strengthen, institutionally, these elements. In fact, we 
not only hope to promote the tradition of the concejos but to strengthen it as well. 

La Federación de Concejos, Pedanías, y Parroquias Rurales is represented 
in Galicia, Asturias, Cantabria, Palencia, Salamanca, Soria, León, and 
Álava. Are minor local entities in the south of Spain included in the 
Federación or are only those in the north represented? 

This is another point that is important to highlight. In the south, there’s another 
Federación. The reality is that minor local entities in the south of Spain are very 
different from those in the north. And that’s based on their history. That is, the 
origin of these minor local entities — or autonomous local entities, as they are called 
in Andalucía — is rooted in a much more modern reality. In many cases, they are 
the result of urbanization during the 20th century, or even Franco’s colonization 
projects, which created new villages in the 50’s. Some are better known than others. 
In some cases, towns became “municipalities,” but in many other cases they had to 
be given some sort of governing body and they became minor local entities. And 
then in other cases private residential areas have been taking over older towns. 

I’ll give a generic, but very real, example: the typical small fishing village that began to 
develop with the arrival of tourist developments. Let’s say the village started with 300 
inhabitants and, on the other hand, these new residential areas just keep growing. 
And, then, there’s also a conflict between residents who live there year-round and 
those who live there temporarily. The year-round residents demand some autonomy. 
And so, they created minor local entities to give them protection. But their ultimate 
goal is to become a municipality because they may, in fact, have more population than 
the old municipality to which they belonged. That’s not our reality. There are many 
autonomous local entities in Andalusia that have applied to become municipalities. The 
reality is different in the north — the hierarchy, or structure, is much more consolidated. 

Can you explain what a minor local entity is? 

There’s the municipality and then there are the minor local entities which 
are beneath it. Within the Spanish administrative structure, they are public 
administrations. In the first place, they are really public entities with public law 
status that are below a municipality. That is, the governing body in a municipality 
is the ayuntamiento. But, in small municipalities there can also be a functioning 
council called the concejo abierto. In this second case, instead of having an 
ayuntamiento with councilors and a mayor, it’s an assembly of residents who vote 
and make decisions. And the mayor is merely a representative — the person who 
organizes it. But the real decision making body is the residents as a whole. 
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Are there minor local entities in all municipalities? 

They are present in most, but not all, municipalities. Some municipalities have more 
and others less. There are municipalities with 30 minor local entities, others with 10, 
others with 7, and some with no minor local entities at all. What does this depend 
on? It’s always dependent on the historical population system. That is, at some point 
in some areas such as León, for example, the people and the institutions of the time 
were grouped together. And, the king was granting privileges and said: “let’s see, the 
people living in this valley and this town will be governed in this way and they will 
also have this public land belonging to them.” And here, historically, there’s a tension 
between the people, the citizens, the residents against the nobles, the landowners, 
themselves. In many cases, there have been centuries-long disputes between those 
who are trying to protect this collective property against those who are trying to 
take away this key element. Many of the juntas vecinales arose precisely because the 
monarchies were always trying to give away royal lands to counterbalance the power 
of the nobles. That is, there was always a struggle between people and what we might 
later call, caciques. It’s documented in the historical archives — there have always been 
fights about how people, alone or even united, defended their grazing rights or their 
rights to firewood or their own lands. Why? As a matter of survival. That is, nothing 
helps more than having a public entity that owns the land with some regulations and 
with some privileges. This allows the gentleman who has four sheep and a goat or 
two cows to be able to take advantage of the communal land without having to own 
the meadows, which were controlled by people who had many more resources. 

What factors determine whether a minor local entity or a 
municipality is more effective at managing a territory? 

What we believe is the following: there are municipalities that have no reason to 
continue being municipalities. Because 30% of the municipalities in Castilla y León 
have fewer than 100 inhabitants. That is, you have an administrative structure that 
is hollow. It lacks everything. Even from a democratic point of view, it turns out that 
someone, just because he has more cousins or because he’s got the support of a 
respected person, becomes mayor by one or two votes. And on top of that, he’s 
going to make life impossible for the other candidate who got fewer votes. One 
candidate can obtain 35 votes and the other 34, and for four years — in addition to 
the institutional weaknesses that already exist — the democratic spirit is minimal. In 
fact, there are cases in which, often after a mayor resigned, nobody wanted to keep 
having a mayor. Because they don’t have the means, there’s not a critical mass, there’s 
no population, there are no economic resources, they don’t have technicians. Instead, 
there could be some juntas vecinales, some concejos, some minor local entities in 
each town — with enough power to be the first administrative level, so that they could 
manage their small resources — it would simplify the institutional and democratic 
reality a lot. That is, it would really strengthen the public administration in rural areas. 

How are the minor local entities organized, administratively speaking? 

They can be organized in two ways: through the juntas vecinales, which are elected 
democratically at the same time as local municipal elections, and also under the 
concejo abierto system. The minor local entity is the legal entity. If we’re talking 
about a municipality, the governing body is the ayuntamiento. If we’re talking 
about a Spanish province, then the governing body is the provincial council. Within 
a minor local entity, the governing body can be a junta vecinal, which consists of 
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a mayor and two members (or four if there is a larger population). That is to say, 
it’s made up of either three or five people. Or, there can be a concejo in which all 
decisions are made collectively by the residents. It’s very important to emphasize 
that, despite the fact that they have always been preferred, the juntas vecinales are 
autonomous to make decisions because they have been democratically elected. 
That is to say, when there are local administrations in these places, there are two 
ballot boxes: one for the junta vecinal and the other for the ayuntamiento. But in 
many towns, the concejo has been kept as a consultative body. That is, although 
the president of the junta vecinal — which is the same as the mayor — can make 
decisions by himself, this body consults the residents on important decisions. 
And it does it as a tradition. Not because it’s required by law, but because it adds 
legitimacy. And this seems to me to be a very important community political asset. 

In 2013, the Montoro Law for the Rationalization and Sustainability of Local 
Administration was introduced. As a result of this law, protests have emerged in 
defense of the juntas vecinales. It seems that the excuse of “rationalization and 
sustainability” is being used to justify the elimination of these forms of popular 
and direct democracy: one person, one vote. From your perspective, what other 
factors threaten the survival of communal councils in Spanish municipalities? 

One factor would be a rural area that lacks people. It’s possible to make it more 
technical with electronic administration, etc. But not on the basis of the existing 
reality. For example, it’s hard to explain these realities to people who aren’t familiar 
with them. We have municipalities that have 15 or 20 villages that are identifiable 
centers of population, of 25, 30, or 50 people. Each one of these centers has its 
own properties, its own mountains, its own threshing floors, etc. Obviously, these 
properties are closely linked to traditional uses (agriculture, livestock, firewood, 
collecting mushrooms, beekeeping, etc.). But, right now, we must also recognize that 
these territories are under pressure from new uses. For example, the implementation 
of renewable energies, right? Of course, I’m very much in favor of renewable energies, 
but what’s going on here? For example, solar farms of 300 or 400 acres are being 
constructed that take advantage of these small villages or depopulated areas, in 
which there isn’t really a citizen presence or pressure to discuss whether they should 
be built or not. Renewable energy can be a resource for these communities, but it 
must be well-planned, well-managed, and, most of all, involve these communities. 
That’s the problem. Because large multinational companies come and build solar 
farms or wind turbines that are going to increase depopulation. That is, they are 
going to encourage more people to leave because the farmers or ranchers who were 
making use of these communal lands are displaced for purely economic reasons. 

A livestock farmer — even if he receives aid from the PAC (the Common Agricultural 
Policy), since his work in maintaining the territory and the ecosystem is essential in 
these areas — this livestock farmer cannot pay the amounts offered by the electricity 
companies for their projects. In terms of money, right now there are companies 
offering 1500 euros to lease this land. They’re also looking for land that is best for 
them, which is exactly the land that has already been cultivated because it’s already 
clean and flatter. Ultimately, these companies look for land that is most suitable 
for agriculture, even if it’s rainfed. And there are some companies that are even 
expanding into irrigated lands, which is a real travesty. That is, the state is spending 
money trying to incorporate water infrastructure into an area for agricultural use 
and then someone comes along who wants to use that land to set up a different 
infrastructure. And, of course, irrigated products cannot compete economically against 
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this. So, either it’s properly planned — that is, it takes into consideration what the 
necessary or adequate territorial scope for this planning is and it takes into account 
the participation of the affected population and the rest of the stakeholders, of interest 
groups on one side or the other. Or, we’re faced with the paradox that there are areas 
whose territories are being administered by these small juntas vecinales but that 
don’t have enough people to meet these demands and these new pressures on the 
land, which is also their property. These are the major conflicts that are emerging. 

How is a federation organized internally? 

It’s structured like an association. All the minor local entities have the right to 
join whenever they express interest. Then they work internally with a democratic 
system. It’s really a law of associations: la Ley General de Asociaciones del 
Derecho de Asociación, la Ley Orgánica Estatal. But well, from the point of view of 
organization, let’s say operation, contracting, etc. by the Public Sector Contracts 
Law and others, if any kind of criteria — transparency, publicity — they are applied 
to these effects. Theoretically, some statutes are preserved in which it is said that 
the collective interests of the minor local entities are protected. And also in cases 
in which the individual interests of some specific junta vecinal are protected. 

Can you give us some examples of the services offered by the Federación? 

Right now, the Federación de León has brought complaints in defense of 
its powers, collectively. For example, subsidies from the provincial council of 
León are directed towards cultural activities and they end up going to private 
associations and to municipalities. But the juntas vecinales have been abandoned. 
Well, at the Federación, we’ve fought back because, traditionally, the juntas 
vecinales have had an important role in cultural activities. And it turns out that 
they’ve been left out of these decisions. So, we’ve pushed back. And, in fact, 
the provincial council itself has recognized this issue and has said that it will try 
to fix this in the next round of subsidies. We want this issue to be clarified. 

How is the Federación coordinated? 

There’s a board of directors made up of mayors and mayors of pedanías. 
And then there’s an external general secretary — that’s me — who 
supports this structure and who is elected every four years. 

What are the short-, medium-, and long-term goals of the Federación? 

There is one very clear, urgent, and high-priority objective, which is to provide 
legislation in accordance with the existing reality, at both state and regional levels. In 
2013, there was a moment when minor local entities were being suppressed because 
it was being claimed that there were too many unnecessary administrative bodies 
in Spain. They almost erased all 6000 minor local entities. Through parliamentary 
negotiation, we were able to preserve the legal structure of the entities that already 
existed, but the law prevents the creation of new ones. Or, rather, we’ve been 
backed into a corner, with provisions that limit their creation. And what we want, 
at the state level, is to return these minor local entities to their rightful place. 

And then in the Autonomous Communities — since it’s one of our priorities, 
specifically in Castilla y León — we want there to be a specific law dealing 



#269/ Constellation 
of the commonsFederación de Concejos, Pedanías y Parroquias Rurales de España

with concejos and juntas vecinales and minor local entities as well as one that 
adequately regulates the relations between the ayuntamientos and the juntas 
vecinales — clarifying their powers and their responsibilities. Because there are 
constant conflicts and quarrels between the juntas vecinales and ayuntamientos. 
This has to be better regulated. Those are our priorities. In some Autonomous 
Communities, such as Cantabria, the Ley de Concejos y Juntas vecinales is currently 
being introduced. That’s what we want to see implemented at the state level. 

The Federación supports the implementation of a Law of Concejos. 
Would this law guarantee the protection of communal lands? 

This kind of law is essential. We’re David against Goliath, we’re the last holdouts. 
Let’s go back to the example of a small village. We’re the tiny village fighting 
against political parties that don’t want us to hold on and against big companies 
that want to take advantage of these lands. The pressure on the territory is 
brutal. For example, in this entire area, we have water, we have pastures, etc., but 
unfortunately the people have disappeared. I am absolutely convinced that with 
climate change and food crises, there will be enough pressure to start using these 
lands in a different, more modern and more efficient way. We can’t go back to 
using horses and plows — the land must be properly modernized. I would like to 
be able to say something different, but that’s how it is. In times of crisis, like the 
ones we’ve suffered here in Spain, the commons have become useful again. A lot 
of the children of resident landowners have come back to these villages to restart 
agricultural activities. And they’ve taken advantage of the communal goods in a 
positive way. Because — without being the sole owners of anything, without making 
an investment — just by being a resident of that place, you have the right to use 
some of those resources, which have obviously been useful for your livelihood. 

Could we think of the concejos abiertos as small democratic experiments? 

Definitely. And, I’ll bring up the debate I mentioned earlier: junta vecinal or concejo? 
Both are democratic, but the junta is more of an indirect democracy because the 
concejo abierto involves bringing the assembly together to make decisions about 
everything. For the junta, you vote once every four years. And that’s an important 
point of debate. I’m in favor of having concejos in these small communities — they 
should be considered. Many people don’t want them because they have to deal 
with potential conflicts. But, I believe that where there have been concejos there’s 
always been an enriching debate because people become familiar with a system of 
discussing and solving problems together, collectively. And that’s very important. 

I’m encouraging mayors to turn their junta vecinal into a concejo. Why? Because 
it’s a democratic experiment — we’re not going to discuss big laws or the yearly 
budgets of the state, but we are going to discuss how we spend the money 
for our town festival, or what we need to fix, or what activities we’re going to 
do. Why not discuss it? To me, the discussions in a concejo seem much more 
democratic than leaving all the decisions to one person for four years. 

Article 132 of the Spanish Constitution speaks of public, patrimonial, and communal 
property. Can you explain the difference between these three concepts? 

What is property belonging to the public domain? It is those goods that 
belong to a public administration and that are subject to a public use or 
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service. For example, a street, a square, a garden, or a sports center. There 
can be a use and also a public service. For example, a library, a university, a 
hospital. That’s clearly in the public domain, and it’s protected by the rules of 
inalienability, imprescriptibility, unseizablility. That allows you to protect it. 

The patrimonial goods belong to the administrations, but they can have a private 
use and be used to make a profit. For example, this includes an apartment 
owned by an ayuntamiento but not dedicated to a specific use, which is rented 
out — because it inherited some money or a farm or an acre of land that it owns 
and leases directly to someone to farm — because it’s clearly a patrimonial asset. 
What does the administration gain? It gets the income from that asset. 

But there’s a type of property that enjoys the benefits of the public domain, which are 
the communal goods. But what’s unique, and really important, about these goods is 
that they are, by nature, only for the collective use, enjoyment, and exploitation by the 
residents of an area. And I say residents because — anyone can pass through a street. 
A street is for public use. A man from Murcia has every right to pass through a street 
in León or Burgos or anywhere else. With a communal property, there’s a link between 
the community of people and that territorial entity, which is either the municipality 
— because, remember, the communal property can only belong to the municipality 
— or to the juntas vecinales. Another thing is that there are a whole series of private 
goods that are allowed to be used collectively. But from a strictly legal point of view, 
communal property can only belong to municipalities and to the minor local entities. 

Historically speaking, which legal documents, besides the Magna 
Carta, support the legality of the concejos and the comunales? 

In relation to the Magna Carta, I’d like to make a clarification, returning to the Leonese 
side. Right now — and this has been recognized by UNESCO itself — León is the 
birthplace of parliamentarianism. That’s because by 1188, the Cortes were already 
established, and the common people took part in it. In addition to the nobles and 
clergy — and, of course, the king — the representatives of the cities were incorporated 
and that became the basis for the concejos and their representation. So, historically, 
there have always been some privileges granted by the kings to protect these 
communal goods. This book that I have here clearly shows the different rights that 
existed, the obligations that concejos and the residents had. And, how it was clearly 
regulated. There was some autonomous regulation, created by each jurisdictional unit, 
but then it was clearly endorsed by the judicial bodies. For example, in León, it could 
be decided that a mountain was to be used to raise merino sheep. Well, if you didn’t 
raise merino sheep and you raised mares instead, you were fined by the town itself. 
That is to say, all the communal uses have always had documented regulation and, 
when there weren’t documents, it was embodied in common law. That means that 
there’s a custom that has always existed and that continues to be recognized. For 
example, I have sentences from the TSJ (High Court of Justice) that say that in the 
absence of positive law — written law, law of the Courts of Castilla y León, state law, or 
even ordinances — it’s possible to prove a fact by asking 80 year old people who say, 
“Hey, look, this is how we’ve done things here my whole life.” In the communal lands, 
there are times where there are collective uses. For example, there was the “vecera del 
ganado” (watching of the livestock) because everyone took their livestock and divided 
the shepherding tasks by “times”. They would say, “this week, this family will go up 
to take care of all the livestock” and all the livestock would share the same place. 



#271/ Constellation 
of the commonsFederación de Concejos, Pedanías y Parroquias Rurales de España

In other cases, when this collective, joint, and simultaneous use isn’t possible — for 
example, in the agricultural context — they were divided by “Quiñones” (plots of land). 
Let’s say we have 100 acres and there are a certain number of open places — because 
it wasn’t done so much by individuals but by units of arable land — well then there 
are 25 plots of land. All the people in that plot, in the portion that corresponded to 
them, planted whatever: wheat, barley, etc. And then, as I said, this is regulated to 
see who has the right to take advantage of these communal lands and who does 
not. Traditionally, some sort of connection to the land was required. For example, if 
someone just came and walked in, they were typically told: “you have to live here 
for three years or be married to someone from here, etc.” Why? Because it was the 
way to link the use of these common lands to those who were residents. So, these 
institutions that are really connected to the land come into conflict with a free market 
that allows whoever has the most money to take control of everything. That’s why 
we have to update these institutions but, at the same time, keep their essence. 

What factors determine whether a property is meant for communal use? 

If it is communal, you cannot sell it. That is, it’s yours but you’re prohibited from 
selling it. It cannot be seized — it’s unseizable. Let’s use the case of a junta vecinal 
that has debts for whatever reason and is being sued for the debt. Its communal 
property, as well as the public property, can’t be taken away, alright? They can go to 
the budget, they can require you to pay back the residents, but you can’t sell those 
lands. Another very important characteristic is that it isn't prescriptive. What does this 
mean? This has to do with a concept that emerged from Roman times: usucapion. 
This refers to becoming the owner of something by possessing it for a period of 
time. That is, no matter how long a landowner moves into a communal property and 
seems like the owner, he will never be able to be the owner. On the other hand, if it 
is patrimonial or if it belongs to a resident and the resident doesn’t throw him out 
within ten years, the resident loses the property. Or 20 years, if he’s not a resident 
because, say, he’s from the next town over. Or 30 years, if the resident didn’t figure 
this out and everybody knows that he has no title of any kind. That concept of 
prescription, which even the Romans had — to provide legal security to those who 
occupy land for a period of time — communal property is protected even against that. 

We’ve talked about the longstanding tension between the historical 
process of enclosing communal goods for private use and the 
defense of communal lands. Where have the communal lands 
survived and what factors have contributed to their survival? 

The first factor is to have withstood pressures in those places where they continue 
to exist. In that sense, I want to emphasize the institutional element. Where 
have they withstood those pressures best? Well, in the places where we have 
had institutions with their own legal status, with democratic roots that have 
survived even during times of dictatorship. They have seen the need to fight, 
working together, to defend their property as means of survival for the most 
disadvantaged. Examples of this are cases like “El Concejo contra las Condes 
de Luna,” “This concejo of such and such against such and such,” etc. 

So, this communal use, of course, clashes with a purely liberal element in the 
economic sense of “whoever has the most money here gets to keep such and 
such.” And that’s also why the commons suffered a lot from the confiscation 
process. The communal goods, in some cases, have not only suffered from 
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the confiscation of clerical properties like convents, monasteries, etc. but also 
the confiscation of civil properties. In many cases, this process was applied to 
patrimonial forests or those common lands that were not absolutely necessary and 
over which there was no spirited fight. So, they also succumbed to this process. 
The forest commons have been saved, and they were also included in the catalog 
of public utility forests with additional protection for this forest element, which 
at that time had a more complicated use and, so, they were not as desirable. 

We also have to differentiate between communal property and public property 
with communal use. We’ve been talking about property that is strictly communal, 
but we should also consider that in the province of León practically ⅓ of the 
surface area, especially in the mountainous areas, is publicly owned forest. But, 
it’s in the hands of the juntas vecinales. And although they are not communal 
property stricto sensu they do have communal use. I’ll give an example: in a 
village, there may be a property — for example, some threshing floors, some plots 
of land that are used for agricultural purposes, etc. It’s known that this property 
is public because it belongs to the junta vecinal and that this property is used 
collectively by the residents. But, additionally, in these villages there are publicly 
owned forests that are included in this index of properties and their management, 
their control, is the responsibility of the Autonomous Community, of the Forestry 
Administration. This entity decides what is planted, whether it gets harvested, 
whether trees get chopped down, etc. But, remember, on these public lands there’s 
also communal collection of firewood, communal pastures, etc. So, here, there’s 
a superimposition of a common use on property that is not strictly communal. 

Across Spain, it’s possible to see the installation of solar farms, 
wind farms, and macro-farms in what used to be communal 
spaces. How can this occupation be explained? 

To set up this type of project you don’t have to change the ownership in many 
cases because if the administration authorizes it, they enjoy the benefits of taxation, 
from the point of view of declaring it a public utility. That means that on land that 
belongs to a junta vecinal, it’s possible to impose eminent domain and install 
the wind turbines. Or, the junta vecinal offers them a right to use those common 
goods because it grants it to them. So, it’s not a problem of ownership, but rather 
a problem related to the fact that the administration that owns that communal 
property has authorized, or consented, or has not sufficiently pushed back. I’ve 
taken cases where the juntas vecinales oppose projects of this type, and the 
administration imposes it on them as a public utility — just as it would for a high 
voltage power line across a communal mountain, for example. There are cases in 
which this is justified. In other cases, there’s no way that what’s being imposed 
is justifiable or compatible with the communal purpose or the public interest. 

From your perspective, is there a relationship between the 
process of rural depopulation, the threat to communal land, 
and the invasion of solar-, wind-, and macro-farms? 

The absence of population clearly creates a favorable situation for the invasion 
of these intensive and often contradictory means of land use. You spoke earlier 
about macro-farms that raise pigs or other types of livestock. Of course, when 
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you don’t have a population nearby with the ability to — not only to protest but 
also to appeal and, above all, to vote in numbers — it’s logical to take advantage 
of that. And, in fact, that’s the main dilemma. There are studies that show that 
the implementation of these types of projects — even those that are theoretically 
renewable — has clearly increased the depopulation of rural areas. Why? Because 
endogenous natural resources such as landscape, environment — which can be 
used to support sustainable livestock or agriculture, or for respectful tourism — 
once you start adding in these other projects, you lose an important resource. 
These projects supposedly provide jobs. But, in some cases that might not be 
true. Right now, everything related to renewable energy is completely streamlined, 
centralized, and so there might be one or two people in Madrid who manage 25 
wind farms all over Spain. They are remotely-controlled projects. Of course, we have 
to work on maintenance, but I’ve worked with the Spanish Ornithological Society 
as a lawyer in litigation, and we’ve blocked wind projects that were carried out in 
areas of high environmental protection with very little population. So, there’s this 
conflict where the juntas vecinales are also subjected to this pressure, right? 

Earlier, I was talking about democratic pressure and conflict. Let’s see, I was dealing 
with a case in which a female mayor — a young girl, who’s also a farmer like the rest 
of her family — was the mayor. And I’m speaking in the past tense because she’s 
no longer the mayor due to the pressure to which she was subjected. There were 
five farmers left in the village. The rest were people who have a second home there 
but don’t make a living from agriculture. Well, a Spanish multinational electricity 
company arrived offering atrocious amounts of money and the pressure was so 
great that she had to resign. And, keep in mind, during the same process one of 
her brothers appealed against the allocation of these lands. But, a court rejected 
the allocation of these lands. That is, the problem with renewables — and to me 
it seems like a very serious problem — is that it’s putting enormous strain on local 
communities and common lands. Why are common lands a clear target for the 
implementation of these projects? Because a single owner can control an enormous 
amount of land. A junta vecinal may have 600 acres that up to now were being 
used by all the farmers there. But, right now, there are only a few left because of 
depopulation. There might have been 25 or 30 farmers there ten years ago, or 70 
farmers twenty-five years ago, but now there are only 4 or 5. On the other hand, the 
village continues to have its life, there are people who continue to vote there, but 
there are only 10 or 15 people who really live there and use the communal lands. 

Then someone comes and says, “if you have to convince 200 owners — because each 
one has his own property title — and on the other hand, here, I have only one owner, 
a mayor and some council members, then with a legal maneuver I can easily get 
300 acres.” On top of that, if they’re well-leveled, itemized — who’s in my way? Ah, 
those five farmers. So, it’s a matter of getting rid of communal use. Essentially, these 
communal properties are starting to be taken advantage of. I haven’t mentioned it yet, 
but the law says — and some juntas vecinales as well as electricity companies haven’t 
read this — this money, the yield obtained, must be destined to the beneficiaries of 
these communal properties. Theoretically, the money that the town is going to receive 
has to go to the benefit of the residents who would make use of those communal 
properties. So, why would we want all of that money? Or, what do we do with that 
money? In the case of the juntas vecinales, the powers are very limited. That is, a 
junta vecinal cannot just set up a retirement home, a sports center, a hospital, or a 
university because that’s going to be a lot of money for small communities of 100, 
70, 80 people. In an area that up until now had no use for it, that’s going to be a lot 



/#274 Constellation 
of the commons Federación de Concejos, Pedanías y Parroquias Rurales de España

of money. And, I always say that a lot of people are going to end up in jail here. In 
particular, because there’s not enough public control, not enough intervention from the 
secretary and civil servants who are aware of it. That is, there will be people without 
training because sometimes you don’t get that training, since you don’t have to have 
it. But, without any interest in providing that training, you’re going to end up with a lot 
of money. And what do you spend it on? “Well, for hiring people,” but, keep in mind 
that all these contracts have to be public. And the most serious thing is that you can 
only hire them for those jobs. And, also the rules for local governments have been very 
restrictive and have been criticized in the most recent reforms for providing “improper 
responsibilities.” Local governments can’t compete with the Autonomous Community 
in providing social services, educational services, even when dealing with livestock. 
It’s one thing if you have a patrimony and you manage it, but it’s another thing if you 
start doing things with the money you receive that the law doesn’t allow you to do. 

What legal procedures exist to transform a patrimonial or private property 
into one of communal use or a communal property into a private property? 

Well, it’s clearly laid out in both the Ley de Patrimonio de las Administraciones 
Públicas and in the Reglamento de Bienes de las Entidades Locales Menores. It’s 
a matter of acquiring ownership and what’s called the “affectation,” which is an 
administrative act that recognizes a good that could have already been considered 
private because it was a patrimonial good or it was inherited or donated. If a person 
inherits or donates a piece of land, the ayuntamiento can label it as communal 
property. There’s an inventory. There are documents called “the inventory of assets 
of the minor local entity.” And, in this process of affectation, it gets incorporated as 
communal and from that moment on it’s considered “affected” by this communal use. 

For the opposite process, the law says that there must be ten years without communal 
use before the property can be disaffected. In other words, there’s still an additional 
protection. On this point, a legislator has to be very astute. Then another thing is the 
application. Because strange things have happened here. In the case of León, for 
example, we’re thinking about communal property — which, I emphasize again, was 
there for when there was a traditional agricultural use. Because that’s where they 
had their raison d’être. For example, the typical threshing floor or the lands that were 
used for separating the wheat from the chaff by mechanical means — those were 
communal. Each person would go with their carts of herbs, wheat, barley, chickpeas, 
lentils, etc. And they would go to an area and they would do what they needed to 
do. Well, these areas were obviously still communal, but there might have been a 
real estate boom. And so, the junta vecinal or the ayuntamiento, without disaffecting 
it or anything else, either parceled it out or gave it to, say, a large supermarket to 
set up a supermarket, right? Then, of course, some of these operations have been 
nullified by the courts because they failed to follow the legally established procedure. 

Is there an up-to-date map that illustrates the existence 
of common property across Spain? 

Yes, but dealing with this information is complicated, especially because at the land 
registry level there are lots of mistakes. In fact, at the Federación we often review the 
inventories themselves because the inventories are often made by technicians who 
don’t know the regulations well. And so, they label patrimonial property as communal 
or they say communal for everything when it’s not communal. It’s really important 
to go through the inventories. I believe that with a task force investigating and 
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profiling the properties it could be done. But, keep in mind that the juntas vecinales 
have some serious problems to work out with, for example, the land registry. 

The records office is the public registry of properties, which is essentially for 
tax collection purposes. That is, the state wants to know who owns each 
portion of that territory. What happens, then? The juntas vecinales aren’t 
recognized as having the power to access land registry information either. 
And so, we return to the commons and the tragedy of the commons. So, 
what happens? Well, often, when a junta vecinal or ayuntamiento isn’t very 
smart, people start to include public properties in the land registry. 

In fact, I’ve been arguing that a whole mountain belonging to a junta vecinal in El 
Bierzo, which is a region of León, was gradually liquidated by the residents themselves 
precisely because of the quiñones system of land plots. That is, historically, a house, 
or a family, is put into a quiñon. It turns out that there are people who want to start 
ignoring that these are public and that you have a right to use it as a resident. And 
so, they start saying that they’re the owners, right? Between the fact that the junta 
vecinal isn’t very diligent and that the land registry protects private property, it turns 
out that these types of situations occur. I’ve presented a request to modify 130 
plots of land that were no longer in the hands of the junta vecinal. Why? Because, 
ultimately, they listed them as their own in the inventory of goods, and that’s not right. 
In Spain, we have two institutions. The records office, which is purely administrative, 
tributary, related to tax collection. And then there’s the Land Registry, which is a 
more civil institution. And of course, up to now, there was no obligation for the two 
registries to work together. And then you’d go to the Land Registry and say "I want to 
look at this hill with a 200 acre area bordering to the north with I don’t who to the 
south, with I don’t what, and so on.” And then, within that perimeter people started 
to claim their small plots without coordination, and then you end up with double 
registrations. That is, you end up with two different titles registered for the same 
territory, both theoretically protected. But then, the law in the civil jurisdiction tells 
you: if there’s a double registration, the two owners lose protection from the registry 
and they have to fight to explain who acquired it first, who has better rights, etc. 

Legally speaking, how has the technology of communal enclosure been modernized? 

Administrative procedures are followed now. It’s given a layer of legality. But, what is 
clear is that there are mayors here who are organizing themselves so that they don’t 
put wind farms right on the edge of their villages. So, what’s happening now? Well, one 
of the latest legislative changes removes the environmental impact assessment from 
a whole series of projects. And they’ve made this change now because they’ve seen 
that they don’t get there on time due to the institutional weaknesses of the Ministries 
and technicians. In other words, by shortening deadlines and eliminating evaluation 
procedures, they’re getting around participation. I’ve been talking with colleagues at 
national environmental associations and we’ve been saying “Hey, what are we going 
to do?”. We have European Economic Community directives on impact assessment, on 
protecting the Natura 2000 Network, which say that things have to be done with a bit 
more reflection, calmly, being cautious and anticipating problems. And here — because 
the aim is renewable energy, which is theoretically good — we’re taking shortcuts that 
prevent the participation of local communities. These institutions, these juntas vecinales, 
which should also have the ability to make decisions about the future of their territory 
and their community, are being ignored. I just filed an appeal to defend one of these 
issues and won, but they’ll try again in order to put out a new bidding process, etc. 
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Is the capitalist economic system incompatible 
with communal use and exploitation? 

Capitalism understood in the most extreme sense? Definitely. Because the values 
that the communal goods contribute are the values of solidarity, the values of 
sustainability. Ensuring that these goods continue to exist. That’s clear. So, the 
immediate maximization of profit, when it comes into conflict with this, well, clearly 
they’re incompatible. Let’s see, communal goods have always been eminently utilitarian 
goods. That is, what have they been used for? Well, to feed communities and to enrich 
them in some way through their activity. As soon as you prevent the commons from 
being sustainable and make them incompatible with sharing the benefits among all 
possible recipients…There’s another important concept here. The commons — to not 
be used as commons and to have a unique user different from the traditional one 
— they have to be enclosed. The concept of enclosure is exactly what you’re talking 
about. That is, if we’re really limiting the communal goods as much as possible, so 
that a highly wealthy individual can use them, by creating an enclosure, the element 
of solidarity is already lost. On top of that, an enclosure suggests that the resource 
will be exhausted and that other traditional uses provided by the commons will be 
excluded. And, I’ll say it again, the regulations, the fueros, and all the ordinances 
— what they’ve always tried to achieve is sustainability. That is, it’s of little use to 
me to put 4000 sheep on this land one year if next year there won’t be a pasture. 
What happens if we put too many sheep on the land? Well, we’ll have to reduce the 
number next year because that’s the wisdom we’ve gained across centuries. What 
we saw in the 20th century in these areas where there were juntas vecinales and 
communal property, was exactly this intensification of monoculture. That’s saying “no 
folks, there’s only going to be mining here.” Of course, that gets you into trouble. 

From your perspective, is there a general knowledge in society 
of what the juntas vecinales and the commons are? 

I’ve gone to talk to the Director General of Public Administrations in Madrid and you 
have to spend the first half hour explaining what the juntas vecinales are to him, 
what they do, and what the commons are. You get asked questions like “how is the 
water being managed by an institution below the ayuntamiento?” And I tell him, “well, 
this ayuntamiento has 30 or 15 small towns” and he answers: “how come there’s no 
company that manages everything?” I reply, “because when there’s a problem, it’s 
managed by the residents.” Another very important aspect of community action is 
the facenderas. What’s that? Well, if, say, a road needs to get fixed all the residents 
get together, everyone goes with a pickaxe and shovel and fixes it. And, you don’t 
have to outsource those repairs to a service company that’s going to charge you. 
This used to be done just for subsistence, but it also supports economic savings and 
sustainability, which have their benefits. In other words, don’t tell me that you have to 
bring someone with a van from 200 kilometers away to come and fix something that 
can be fixed by five residents of the village. Well, when you say this, you’ve already 
got problems. There are obstacles everywhere. Since this is alternate management, it 
completely discourages those responsible and that’s why, right now, it’s difficult to find 
mayors. And, in this sense — and without trying to be patronizing — there are more 
and more female mayors. It’s a completely objective question — or at least I think so 
— that this aspect of community is being better managed by some women, at least. 
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Do law departments explain the reality of the concejos and communal property? 

Well, generally, I don’t think so. Let’s see, the problem is often that this is always 
explained as being “very rural” or “very different” or “environmentalist” or some sort 
of extreme. So, ultimately they always stigmatize it. But, well, I brag that I’m from a 
village. Even though I’m not really, I try to be. But, it’s true. I think that there are a 
series of elements. I don’t know how to describe them…they’re minor issues. And 
they’re also personally important to me. I’ve always had a conversationalist mindset, 
in supporting rural and environmental issues even though it’s difficult to look into 
them. And most importantly, I’m a lawyer — a lawyer in pedantic terms. I like public 
law, I like institutions, I believe they serve or should continue to serve the people. And, 
I believe that states must be built from the bottom up. That is, there are thousands 
of preliminary projects dealing with territorial planning here in Castilla y León. And, 
they start from the top, with a map, instead of doing it from the bottom up. In 
some places, they can cut into the municipalities. But, there’s also life below the 
municipalities, right? I always compare it to a homeowners' association. Here, we’re in 
a homeowners’ association where we can discuss who cleans the stairs, for example, 
right? But, we’re in a legal environment that is purely private. Someone might argue 
that there are still some landholders. But, when we’re in a town where somebody 
has authority because he’s elected by 20 people — and it’s often less than that — it’s 
a public institution. So let’s protect it, let’s study it, let’s see why it’s been useful and 
why it’s been maintained up to now. Is there depopulation? Well, can it help us fight 
depopulation? I’m convinced that it can. In other words, that’s not somebody else’s 
problem. Obviously, we can’t have 2000 people in a town when, right now, we have 
to reorganize our resources. But, it must continue to be useful as an institution. And, 
I use these terms of usefulness and legitimacy because they are important. It’s the 
more juridical-democratic part. The people in charge have the legitimacy to belong to 
a community and to defend the interests that their neighbors tell them to defend. 

Are partisan interests compatible with the common interests of minor local entities? 

The main problem we have is with the political parties that say “don’t worry, 
mayors, we’ll fix this for you, we’ll solve it.” When the mayors start to think that 
their natural enemy is the mayor of the municipality. Because if the mayor is 
their friend, things go ok. But, if he’s not, where are the institutional relations, 
the pulleys, the checks and balances to say that there are other restrictions here 
that are imposed for ideological or partisan reasons and not in the defense of 
the common interest? Because another important idea is that there are different 
common interests here. When I talk to the mayor of a village, I tell him “your 
obligation is to defend your junta vecinal, your minor local entity.” There are times 
when the village mayor is also the mayor of the municipality. In that case, when 
you put on your other cap, you’ll have to defend everyone. Then, you always have 
those responsibilities and powers. Those powers are inalienable, which is a concept 
I always mention in class. That is, if the law, the Constitution, gives you a certain 
power, it’s for you to exercise. And, if you’re forced to defend your junta vecinal 
because you’re the village mayor, you have to defend it. Not because your regional 
party leader comes to you, but because you’re fulfilling your democratic mandate. 

Could the level of respect for minor local entities be used as a barometer 
to measure the democratic health of the Spanish state? 
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I think you can measure that health just as you measure the strength of a chain 
by the weakest link. You measure the democratic health of a country by the 
weakest or smallest democratic institutions. If you see that they work, if you see 
that they’re strengthened, if you see that the elections have worked well, that 
resources are dedicated to transparency, that they work well when you leave them 
be. Because, look, another problem that we’ve had to deal with with the minor 
local entities is the absolute disappearance of assistance from the Secretaries of 
National Qualification. They’re administrations, but nobody wants to take over the 
tasks of intervention, legal assistance, or hiring secretaries and accountants. In the 
province of León, 30% of the positions for town hall secretaries are unfilled. And, 
theoretically, these are the people who should be assisting the juntas vecinales. 
And the few that do exist get turned down. Then, going back to the quality of 
democracy, if you don’t give them the means to function in accordance with the 
law, how can you talk about the quality of democracy if they don’t get assistance. 
The mayors have no assistance. Why? Because it’s cheaper that way. The more 
villages disappear, the fewer mayors will be in the way. And that costs less money. 
That is, there are public statements from mayors of municipalities saying the more 
juntas vecinales disappear, the better. Why? First, because they get to keep their 
patrimony, the law says so. If you get rid of a junta vecinal, that patrimony goes 
to the ayuntamiento. And then you remove a political competitor or an entity that 
could compete politically with you or that could disagree with your decisions.

Do you think that the media accurately explains the 
importance of minor local entities and communes? 

Not really. And if they show up in the media, it’s in a very nerdy way. There are some 
that are sensitive to these issues, but it’s difficult because they’re too urban, or it turns 
into a bit of a joke about rural areas. Just like when a two-headed sheep appears 
— that’s the type of story where they’re like, “look, this happened in this village.” 
Really, we’re in denial because ultimately we're all from the villages originally, and 
we want to put it behind us. So, of course, I think you’re right — I think that there’s a 
folkloric vision of these people, and it remains that way. So, it’s difficult to get them 
to understand rural values and that they’re just as valid. And, it seems that some try 
to argue that they are just the remains of cultures condemned to disappear. What 
I believe is that we have to modernize them, of course, but that they also have a 
validity that should be supported. It’s clear that an institution should disappear if it 
doesn’t provide the service entrusted to it. That’s the case if we talk about the Roman 
Empire, or any other institution. But, if there’s a policy of demolition or persecution, 
then you have to destroy it by force. If you totally abandon it, then it’s clear. 

Do you think that the use of new communication technologies 
could ease the situation of depopulation in rural areas and, 
therefore, improve the conditions for minor local entities? 

I always say, “why isn’t there going to be an electronic administration in the village 
itself?” That is, it would make it easier. Now that we’re talking about digitalization and 
electronic administration — it starts from the bottom up. The older gentleman, or the 
lady who goes into the village in her clogs, who’s 70 years old, to exchange her health 
card, or the shepherd who goes to make his CAP declaration, by walking 20 meters 
from his house to the mayor’s office or the village school. Now, with a cell phone you 
can scan the declaration and send it in. Technologically, you can do it, but there’s not 
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much interest. I always say that a great way to spread access to technology would be 
to implement electronic administration in all these small towns. It’s public, and on top 
of that, it’s connecting the territory. And, Telefónica and the other companies will come 
and put up 5G or whatever. But then the last part will be missing. That is, teaching the 
citizens how to use this technology. But no, the big companies will put in a 5G fiber 
optic network, charge them for it, leave the booster, and then forget about it. And then 
people will say that the villagers don’t know how to take advantage of this technology. 

The Constellation of the Commons is meant to be a space for good news. What 
news can you share from the Federación to brighten our forecast of proposals? 

First of all, one piece of news is that we’re starting to be heard. That is, there’s a 
Federación de Entidades Locales Menores that was started in 2013. That it was 
started then, when the minor local entities were already ten centuries old, is pretty 
striking. So, the fact that the Federación is being heard is already really important. 
We’ve organized a lot of things. For example, we have a 15-minute long radio program 
every Tuesday, and lots of people listen to it. The juntas vecinales are beginning to 
be recognized as representative bodies that should continue to exist. It’s difficult 
because it’s really hard, but we’re bringing cases and we’re winning lawsuits. Well, 
that touches on another point. The political parties have started asking about these 
topics, and they are beginning to see that it’s necessary or that it’s an asset. I’m an 
optimist. If I wasn’t optimistic I wouldn’t be here, of course. But, I’m optimistic because 
I’ve always seen this culture at home, this way of doing things. And I believe that little 
by little, it will find its place. Obviously, it’s not a, let’s say, trending topic but we have 
our space on the web and a Twitter account. Because we see that we have to adapt.
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Who are you as an organization and where are you based?

Toñi de la Iglesia: I am Toñi de la Iglesia. We 
are in Cantabria, in northern Spain.

María Montesino: I am Maria Montesino de la Iglesia. I live in Fresno 
del Rio, which is a tiny town in Valle de Campoo (Campoo Valley), 
in the tall southern mountains of Cantabria, in northern Spain.

How did you come to the Ortiga Collective?

Toñi de la Iglesia: I have been part of Ortiga since its beginning. I was 
part of the creation of the project. We have existed since 1996. For 26 
years now, we have been doing a diverse range of cultural activities 
in Cantabria and beyond, across all of Spain’s territorial scope. The 
driving force of the association was Antonio Montesinos Gonzáles, who 
was the organization’s president for a long time, and with him came a 
group of people, at least three of whom are still with us. Currently, I am 
the president of the Association. María Pérez Sincera is the secretary 
and was also a founding partner, and Mercedes Pérez is the treasurer 
and was also part of the initial core of the group. We are still there.

María Montesino: When La Ortiga was born, I was 14 years old. Antonio 
was my father, an anthropologist, poet and cultural activist, and I always 
had an organic connection with the publication, because in my house, 
which was the editor’s house, La Ortiga was always a project.… Also, to 
put it into perspective, my father was a self-taught anthropologist. He 
collaborated with universities, wrote, did field work, but always from 
outside of the institution, with all the good and all the bad that came with 
that. La Ortiga for me was always about attending discussion forums, being 
connected to the world, which, as a teenager, I found fascinating. And then 
I joined the organization more formally in 2000, when I was a student of 
the University of País Vasco studying sociology. I joined small collaboratives 
ranging from collecting themes for publishing editions to coordinating 
with colleagues of the university, both professors and students. 

In what areas of work does the Ortiga Collective have ramifications?

María Montesino: To contextualize, the organization was formed in ‘96, 
but in reality it is a complicated project because in 25 or 26 years we have 
done many things, many people have passed through. There are various 
branches, there is the cultural association, there is the magazine, there is 
the creation of limited editorials, which is what La Ortiga is permitted to 
publish. And there is one figure who is the most central, the most energetic, 
and that is Antonio from the year of ‘96 to his death in 2015. And from 
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there, there is another period where all of this was managed 100% by women.

Toñi de la Iglesia: La Ortiga began as a magazine of art, culture and thought. Then 
we saw that this was not enough, that we had to participate in all the social processes 
of the time. So it became involved as a citizen project, with interest in everything 
that happened in our reality. And over the years it has continued to expand even 
more. We have been a part of all of the social movements of every moment, of all 
of the unrest, from general democratization to understanding what this country is, 
feminist movements, environmental movements, supporting everything that seemed 
important in each moment, always defending the decentralization of culture, that 
activity could not be linked only with cities. Consequently, with this approach, we 
went to a small town in 2005 in the Campoo Valley, inside of Cantabria, but in the 
south, and very close to Castilla y León. We went to Fresno del Río and there we set 
up a family restaurant, but it was not exactly a restaurant, rather an activities center 
where gastronomy was part of culture, was something to keep in mind, but that was 
the focal point since its beginning. We tried to radiate to the whole community and 
demonstrate that from a town of 180 inhabitants you can do cultural activities that 
can interest the entire region and the world beyond this valley, because it is a much 
broader vision. Here we made real contact with what is now called “new ruralities,” 
but the ruralities have always been there. What happened was that this viewpoint 
was missing, this approach was missing. Perhaps as a consequence, among other 
things, the confinement of COVID locking people in the cities, made it possible for 
many of those who had once abandoned the rural areas to live in the city, this great 
exodus from the countryside to the city, to reconsider, and why not?  The attempt to 
return to a kinder physical environment, and why not try to be there in another way?

In 2005 La Ortiga had already attempted all of this, and since then we have been 
there for 10 years with the restaurant open where in addition to opening our dining 
room, it was our house, the house of Fresno. In addition to opening our dining room to 
whomever wanted to come by to eat the food of the day, because this is what we did—
food of the day—it was also a center of activities, expositions, conversations. We had 
one activity that we used to call “encounters” where people of a certain intellect came, 
writers, poets, artists of all kinds, to eat. One thing that we have never differentiated 
was the presence of the local person that could be there at the same time as a man 
drinking wine who is the next-door neighbor of the person who just walked around 
the block, with this writer or this poet that also came to be there. And in the lovely 
meetings of the place, it was possible to have gatherings where they talked, where 
they debated about a theme that at that time was considered important. But above 
all, to maintain this horizontal contact, so that it was not a strange place for the people 
who live in the town and that those who came from outside the town did not go to 
a sort of reserve either, rather that here are people that inhabit a space with distinct 
visions, but who can coexist. This was our idea and in this we have based much of the 
activity of La Ortiga in a rural area. Unfortunately in 2015, with the death of Antonio, we 
closed the restaurant, and returned to recuperate as a household, which is where María 
lives. And we have not lost contact. In fact, we have a delegation there, in the same 
house, of the Association of La Ortiga, and from there we continue to run activities.

What legal form did you choose for the Ortiga Collective?

Toñi de la Iglesia: It is a cultural association, which comes with regulations that 
have a certain ease. You have to present some statutes, other purposes have to be 
in accordance with current legislation, you have a CIF (Tax Identification Code). You 
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have to be clear about what your objectives are and so on. And later there is a board 
of directors, an assembly, which are the governing bodies of any association. Why 
have we chosen a cultural association?  Because all of the work that is done in La 
Ortiga is voluntary work. It is not a company, it is not a work cooperative, but people 
contribute their time or their ideas or their desire to collaborate. And the fact of being 
a nonprofit association facilitates these collaborations. On the other hand, despite 
being a non-profit and so on, through an association you can apply for grants for 
specific projects. And it is the legal structure that we have had since the beginning. 

María Montesino: Yes, and to add on, many times it is very difficult to 
relate to the administration if it is not through a legal entity. So, in this 
sense, having an association facilitates and allows this dialogue with the 
Administration or institutions. They recognize you. You are a visible entity.

Does La Ortiga have contracted employees?

Toñi de la Iglesia: There is no remuneration for any member of the Association. 
What is true is that if in a given moment the Association receives a grant for a 
specific project that clearly requires specialized personnel and so on, for that specific 
project it follows António in consideration and has people who specialize in this 
material that we contract for that specific job. And later, from there, the contractual 
relationship is linked exclusively to the exercise or execution of that specific project.

How many members subscribe to this project?

Toñi de la Iglesia: Let’s see, there is a number that can vary more 
or less, but I think we are between 180 and 200 right now.

María Montesino: We are about 17 to 18 members.

Toñi de la Iglesia: Yes, I was thinking about subscribers.

María Montesino: That is exactly why the issue of subscription has become so 
complicated. Now that you were talking about contracted people and so on. For 
example, when we make a magazine. Our colleague, Patrick, who is a graphic designer, 
gets paid for his professional work, but many times in 25 years we have spent the 
money in order to continue the magazine. This is what I want to say. I want to say 
this because it is a magazine that is run without institutional help. Even though there 
are certain issues that are a reflection of a particular process, they have been covered 
with institutional help. Normally we run small prints that are paid for, they are paid for 
through subscriptions. And many times, when that happens, it has not been able to 
be covered with money or another type of activity. We have had a restaurant for ten 
years and I always say that there are many potatoes and chickpeas that have paid for 
publications. Because we have never stopped publishing. We have done fewer. We 
did non-commercial additions, of 50 little books as gifts for the people who came, and 
so on. But they are still being made as well, as with those other exchange values.

How is La Ortiga’s activity being sustained?

María Montesino: We say that the resistance of the project during all of these years 
has taken many forms. So, the donation of work is not the only form, but sometimes it 
has been necessary to fill the restaurant with money, which we will comment on also.
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Do you follow the model of an assembly in making decisions within the Association?

María Montesino: For La Ortiga, the assembly regime comes a little bit from this 
model. I, for example, my mother and António, have come from all of those assembly 
struggles, from the anti-Franco fights. So, it is a way to relate to one another that 
is completely normal. It is true that there is a smaller central group, as she said, 
who are the people who have always been the driving group and then the rest 
of the collaborators come and go. There are partners; we have a colleague in 
Huesca who does not have the same percentage of participation. Not in theory, 
but in reality because she is there, because there are other things and such. So it 
is true that when it comes to putting into practice the projects there are always 
four or five or six, eight people who are more involved. And there are people who 
collaborate in a more punctual way, even if they support the project from the 
beginning. But in reality it is the life itself—the times, the family, the friendship.

María Montesino: In any case, all projects are commented on, critiqued, 
modified, proposed. There is an amalgam of relationships with each activity 
that we do, we are always in contact, either physically or via technology.

La Ortiga Collective is a process that weaves together common cultures. A collective 
movement seduced by shared imaginaries: ecology, arts, food, feminisms, 
thought, letters. It is more a “how” than a “what.” A decentralized, trans-
diciplinary, feminist, intergenerational proposal, grounded and with a universal 
vision. You write on your website the following: “we defend and contribute to 
generating networks of collaborative culture from a critical perspective.” Can 
you explain to us the philosophy that sustains the activity of this space?

María Montesino: What I was saying before, La Ortiga is an association that in 25 
years has had, I think, many different approaches. Even though there has always 
been a theme perhaps that has been maintained over time. The idea of a critical 
culture. Critical in the sense of asking questions. Many times, not so much from 
militancy, which sometimes leads us to have a veil, but always to ask questions. In 
other words, why is everything always done in a provincial capital?  Why do we not 
do things in other spaces, in other places?  So I think that if you look at a timeline, 
in the year 96 there is a beginning that later in the year 2005, with this or that trip 
to the rural environment, the rural area, changed a lot. Because in addition to us, 
our nuclear family was very affected by the 2008 crisis. There was a radical change 
in our family— everything changed, the way of working, it caught up with me doing 
my thesis in the Basque Country. I had to come work in the restaurant, I left my 
thesis there, because I also fell in love there, I stayed there forever. It trapped me 
like another way of doing things, even though later you pick it back up because 
you are in contact with the university. But there were many changes at home.

So, all of these changes when it came to doing things with a small collective, four 
or five people, we were all dumped there and then we learned how to do many 
things in that space, as I always say, to think with our hands. It is very interesting to 
learn by doing. In other words, if I don’t know something, I bring it up and we see 
what happens here. So there was a change, a very profound perspective that has 
since been with us, always. There we made four different magazine editions. There it 
opened up a bit the idea that the imaginations that we currently have, that we call 
imaginations, a little bit the free will of culture also as a dream, as an illusion. And 
the whole world of food linked to culture became very strong, very powerful, very 
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visible, very tangible. We were already presenting projects at the Ministry of Culture 
and they told us that gastronomy was not culture. In the year 2005 and look how 
all of that has turned out. But logically they went through all of the processes that 
are more linked to territory and rurality. We also found ourselves, and that was also 
La Ortiga with the associative world. Very different from the associationism of urban 
culture. We started to work a lot with rural-urban relations. I come from the formation 
of social sciences, Antonio was an anthropologist. Other colleagues also come from 
the fields of psychology, sociology, literature. We began to understand how there was 
a whole local associative fabric of mostly older people, of mostly older women, who 
participated in the culture, who did the culture in a different way. We began also to 
be enthusiastic about this whole world of possibilities together with these people, 
together with the local community. And I think that it is a little bit where we are now.

On your website you emphasize that you are a community that wants to (re)think the 
ways to be in the world, to care more and better; a network of people that puts life at 
the center. A space of shared resistance, from which to fight, co-create, denounce, 
dream. You are a crack through which to breathe. What does it mean for La Ortiga 
to “put life at the center” in order to rethink “other ways of being in the world”?

María Montesino: Look, I think that for La Ortiga to put life at the center is also to 
expose people’s lives, not as militancy but as life. I always give a lot of importance to 
everyday life, which is sometimes taken out of focus. What is important are the big 
moments, the big events, the big workshops, the big celebrations, the big publications. 
It is like when I brought the 25th anniversary magazine before, which is a hardcover 
and a lot. Well, that happens once, but I like to look at everyday life. And daily life 
in La Ortiga is crossed by personal problems, as is any other space. We have been 
through everything. We have accompanied companions in processes of all kinds of 
grief, from happiness, joy, sorrow. So, to put life at the center is also to support all of 
this. Supporting the economies that have broken down in the families of many friends. 
Accompanying other spaces and times that are not always about productivity, that 
are not always those of capitalism. It seems like we always have to be doing things, 
well there are also times to rest, there are also times for reflection, for taking stock, 
for standing still, for being lazy. These times are also putting life at the center. And I 
think this, I say this personally, but I think that to live in the rural environment and to 
live in contact with the environment where the nature, the animals, the climate, are 
totally intertwined with what you do, helps you a lot with this. Coexisting with life, 
coexisting with death, helps you to put life at the center. To relativize, to say “well, 
we have presented this project. Will they approve it?” I don’t know, but life goes on. 
When we were confined, life continued. Or rather, I want to say that yes, it is true 
that this connection with the rural environment perhaps becomes more visible. And 
I believe that the critical look, what we mentioned before, critical look in the sense 
of asking questions, seems to me fundamental as a practice of the common. The 
common that is not the collective, which is also that small nuance. I also learned 
this, not at the university, but in practice. And in practice the common tells me that 
in a town of 180 inhabitants like Fresno, you don’t choose who your neighbor is, just 
like a community in a big apartment. But the way of relating to them is different, 
because we cross each other’s paths, our animals graze in the same mountains. We 
have a series of activities at times during the year where we cross paths in a much 
more intense way. The common thing is to manage it differently, face to face, to 
coexist with people that probably have absolutely nothing to do with you. So, I think 
that that also is a critical look at taking off the veil and simply listening sometimes. 
Not to people already convinced, but to listen to others from their point of view.
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Does the rural space favor this critical reflection?

Toñi de la Iglesia: The countryside and living in a small town favors it. I think that 
there has been a turning point with the pandemic as well. The fact of having no 
choice but to stop. Breaking with the vortex of saying, “we don’t have to go, we 
have to do, all day long, day to day, the daily race, I do not arrive,” that you have 
had to stop. That moment is when you realize there is time to reflect. It is when you 
can make a compilation of all the ways of acting: how is your day to day, what do 
you prioritize, how do you organize yourself, what are you aware of, what makes 
you suffer, what do you enjoy, what are your hopes, where do you want the world 
to go if we get out of this, as we said. So I believe that this has been an important 
turning point and that somehow those who were already in contact with the rural 
areas, with rurality, with a more intimate environment between people and nature, 
well it was already there. That point was there, but it has developed a lot more. 
And life is at the center of this, life. But the life of normal, common people. We use 
“normal” because, what do we mean by normal?  But normal is your neighbor, the 
person across the street, the one who is like you and the one who has nothing to 
do with you, the one who is different, right? To take all that into account. It is very 
important and I would like to highlight what María said, that this does not stem 
from militancy. To learn to develop a consciousness, a personal interest in everything 
that concerns you, beyond the slogan or saying “I am from here, I am from there.” 
No. I belong to the human species and I live in a world with many problems, where 
everything is diverse and you have to learn to look and take and live together 
and see to what extent we have points in common with all human beings. 

Through La Ortiga you defend the cultivation of nonmilitant 
critical thought, can you explain this idea?

Toñi de la Iglesia: When I say outside of militancy, it is because I have been 
militant. I have been many things; I am already a few years old. And so I had 
to be an anti-Francoist and a militant in very, very radical groups. I am not 
saying that they did not all have their reasons, but that at the time I had to 
choose between following the slogan or saying: no, I have my own independent 
thoughts and I think that this is not entirely true. And this is still very important. 
Critical thinking from rationality and from emotion as human beings, to make 
you realize that there are some rights and some basic demands that no matter 
if you are from here, there or the other side. That is the common element. We 
should not allow ourselves to get carried away with acronyms, colors, flags, or 
histories. No, human beings have common needs that must be defended.

Was there any convergence between La Ortiga and 15M?

María Montesino: In reality, it is an inspiring and exciting movement that we logically 
accompany and support, but there is no direct relationship. Besides, in 2011, if I 
remember correctly, those beginnings caught us in a very hectic moment, with many 
changes as we were saying earlier, a lot of work in the restaurant, which is also a job 
in the hotel business. Seven days a week, self-exploiting the family, right? Also, when 
you are a business owner, you exploit yourself more because you are always working, 
a family project, three people working with occasional help from other friends. We 
are in a very precarious time and I think it is an interesting reflection, without a lot of 
time to dedicate to social struggles. I think that this is also a problem that I find now 
from the relative calm of other colleagues who come and tell me that all of this is very 
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well, María, but I don’t have time to fight because when I get home I want to turn on 
Netflix and watch a movie. That is what a girl of 20, 22 years told me this year, with a 
precarious job and studying at the same time. In short, these are also realities that must 
be listened to. Sometimes the body is tired, the mind is tired and it is hard, right?  That 
militancy, certainly, always an inspirational movement and in the image of many people.

Toñi de la Iglesia: In relation to 15M, I would say that organizationally there 
was no collaboration, but as far as the news reached us and all, of course with 
a fairly broad label, I would say we were almost 100% with the movement. It 
seems to us, as María says, that the word can be this: inspiring. And the joy, in 
a certain way, of seeing how cyclically there are generations that wake up and 
take to the streets and present a struggle that, like many fights in the past, is 
more romantic than real possibility. But utopia is necessary. If when you are 20 
years old you don’t go out to the streets and you say that this has to change, 
when the hell are you going to do it? So in that sense, how can you not?

Toñi, you have been an active participant in citizen protest movements. 
What differences do you see between the 15M citizen demonstration 
and the processes in which you have participated?

Toñi de la Iglesia: Man, there is a fundamental difference. I see that 15M 
tried to delve into that utopia of the assembly, of the convergence of 
distinct thoughts, different generations, that boiling diversity, right? But of 
course, it is a continuous fight. It is a continuous struggle. I feel like I am a 
successor of the saying that “the revolution is not made, it is organized.” 

Do you think that lessons from the past have been 
incorporated into present struggles?

Toñi de la Iglesia: I have that same sensation and it is something that repeats itself 
generationally. It is very difficult to learn from other people’s mistakes, because 
otherwise we could have made much more progress. When they say “everyone has 
to learn from their own mistakes,” I agree. But how sad, right? Because, of course, 
all the effort that was made, for example in Madrid, I know that a tremendous effort 
was made for the neighborhoods. But there were movements and participation. And 
they were very difficult years, very hard. All that associative fabric was lost, it was not 
recognized, some little things are still continuing. And suddenly a new generation 
of young people arrived that thought that they had discovered the answer. What 
happened? The important thing is this: the Mediterranean should be discovered from 
time to time. But why not incorporate all of the little streams that we already had out 
there? We are going to make a big move. And in that sense, which I do not know if it 
will come out or not, it is very important to advocate for intergenerational knowledge. 
And when we talk about historical memory, what kind of historical memory are we 
talking about? Historical memory is not only the whole process of Franco’s regime 
and of evil, it is a memory of many previous generations. Looking back in every family 
you can learn from your neighbor, from other people, who your father was, who your 
grandfather was, what your great-grandfather did, where he lived, how he lived.

María Montesino: Also, memory can be facilitated by politics as agencies of power. 
This happened to my mother, and I say this because she is not going to. At one point 
in her life she left the party structure because she is atheist, just as I have never 
believed in God. So she decided to leave. Similarly for the question of feminism, 
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because there was a lot of masculinity. But for example, Toñi is one of the people 
who is in the famous photo of the balcony when Cantabria gained its autonomy, she 
was the first president of the Democratic Association of Women in Cantabria. But 
because she stopped identifying with certain left-wing parties or stopped participating 
in community practices like those we continue to see, she is not recognized. And 
people who have continued to be militant in other parties are still recognized. So 
it is also interesting to see how these parties are often very modern, very vertical 
parties, even if they think they are not, very flag-waving, and exclude the memories 
of people like her. In addition, a woman from a migrant family who grew up in 
Sao Paulo with a history of returning to Spain at the age of 18. With a stunning 
history of struggles, many struggles of migration, of memories, of generations. And 
how that memory fades because it is not integrated into a power structure.

Can you describe the territory in which the project of La Ortiga is rooted?

María Montesino: The territory, the Campoo Valley, we say is a valley that is in the 
south of Cantabria. Cantabria is a province that is in the north of Spain. The Campoo 
Valley is a valley that has a mixed population. When we talk about a mixed population, 
we mean that the economic profile of those families is mixed. They have basically 
two sources of income. One that comes from the naval factory that Reinosa has 
had for many years. This income from the naval factory is very important because 
it means that the farmers and ranchers, mainly high mountain ranchers, suddenly 
have a stable income and a good income as well. The metal regime. And it is a group 
of mixed families where livestock raising is still present, but already very diversified. 
There is a little bit of tourism, because there is a ski resort there. It is very seasonal, 
very tied to the snow, very linked to winter. The rest of the time it is a landscape 
that has two parts. It is part of the Castilian landscape in the summer, dry, yellow.

Toñi de la Iglesia: In the high mountains.

María Montesino: In the high mountains, but it also has some of 
the green and humidity of more of the other regions.

Toñi de la Iglesia: It is a transition zone between Cantabria and Castilla.

María Montesino: And that would be the Campoo Valley. We are in Fresno del Río, 
which is where the house in Fresno is located, where la Ortiga has its headquarters. 
La Ortiga is really very mobile in this sense. It does not have a headquarters where 
things are done, rather we do things where it works. If there is a project that arises 
in Cabuérniga, then we are in Cabuérniga wherever we are invited or when we go to 
women’s associations, a meadow, a park, a square, a house of culture. And the same 
is true in the countryside. We can do things from home. We have a garden, we have a 
local place that was unthinkable in its day, where there were tables, chairs, where we 
had a wall for exhibits, where we could do little things. We still have it, we still have a 
bar. If we have to hold a meeting, we can retake that space or redefine it, but there is 
no specific physical space, so we would be a mobile association in this sense, right?

How many people live in Fresno del Río?

María Montesino: Fresno del Río in total has as of a little while ago one hundred and 
eighty something registered. And on Sunday, when we voted on whether or not we 
wanted wind farms on the mountain, there was a census of 143 people as of today.
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What are the demographics of the population in Fresno del Río?

María Montesino: Fresno is very close to Reinosa. Reinosa would be like a capital 
of the Valley. Let’s say that there is already a population of 9,000 people, it is a 
large town, men and women alike, a population not excessively aged, with a lot 
of people between 30, 40, 45 years old who decide to live in Fresno because 
it is comfortable, because they are closer to Reynosa, because it is close to 
the highway, etcetera and they have their families there. So it would be a very 
balanced population I think. Not excessively male, not very old either, even though 
it is a rural environment, this must also be said, it is true that in general, in our 
area, not in all rural areas, but in our area there are usually older populations.

Administratively speaking, how is Fresno del Río organized?

María Montesino: Fresno del Río in Cantabria belongs to the municipality of 
Campo de Medio. In Campo de Medio we have 3,800 inhabitants in 16 villages. 
Depending on the size of the village, there is an open council or a neighborhood 
council. If the town has more than 100 people, it is a neighborhood council. 
Our town has a neighborhood council. How are decisions made? When there 
is a neighborhood council, the neighborhood council is sovereign. It can 
decide on whatever it wants. Any public issue can be decided. If there is an 
open council, any public or common issue is taken to the council, which is 
usually decided in these spaces in a valley like the one in the countryside. 

Toñi de la Iglesia: Like an assembly.

María Montesino: Yes, issues mainly related to livestock, or things that affect the 
common good. For example: a road, electricity, the ownership of I don’t know what, 
we are near the reservoir and there is a section, I don’t know which, of the Ebro 
Hydrographic Confederation and so on. These types of issues. The open council is 
convened by means of an announcement on the town bulletin board. In the past, 
it was done through a letter that was passed between all of the neighbors of the 
town and signed to ensure that everyone had received the letter. They no longer 
do it this way. Now it is done through WhatsApp. They do it within one side or 
opinion group of the town. On a given day and with a given council they address 
such issues. For a council to be valid it has to be attended by at least a percentage, 
I don’t remember how much. I think a two-thirds consensus. I don’t want to give 
wrong information. But there has to be a certain percentage represented. If not then 
they can overrule the council as it would not be valid. It has to be held on Sunday 
so that everyone can go. And it has to be posted on the announcement bulletin at 
least 15 days before, I think I remember, so that people have time to get organized.

María Montesino: Neighborhood council. Pros and cons of a neighborhood council. 
From my point of view, I like the aspects of democracy, but everything is a con. 
Why? Because it takes away our representation, but unfortunately, in the view of 
most people it is very comfortable because “now I don’t have to go to decide, to go 
to vote. They decide for me, how comfortable, how easy.” When the neighborhood 
council convenes a council if it wants to, because it does not have the obligation to 
do so, when there are specific issues to deal with. I will give a clear example; all of the 
neighbors of Fresno have been called this Sunday to decide about the wind turbine 
mega-project that they want to plant on us in the mountain pass, if we want to give 
the town council’s land to the company or not. And they have made a very simple 



/#290 La Ortiga Colectiva
Constellation 
of the commons

vote with envelopes from 10:00 to 15:00 in the afternoon, where we have voted and 
it has come out, that we do not want to give the land to the company, because it is a 
company that wants to destroy not only the mountain but also the whole road of the 
town. It’s crazy, right?  Issues of livestock should also be voted on, but the councils 
are never made. In our town, councils have not been held in years because they are 
conflictive and the town mayors do not want to hold councils. I went to vote and not 
only did I go to vote, but I went to see how they did the counting. All the neighbors 
were invited, but only three of us went: me, my partner and another neighbor. Three 
people out of 143 in the census, seeing how the votes are counted. When we asked 
how the no vote was going to be managed, because the no’s of the right and the 
ultra-right are not very different. We can talk about that later, right? Then they say 
that with that, what they are going to do is transmit it to the town council so that the 
city council requests that this mountain pass be a wind exclusion zone. We will see 
what they do. Because we also have the good fortune that in our town the president 
of the neighborhood council is the president of the city council. So it is very funny. 
You ask for a written request at the town hall and say “I want to talk to so and so.” 
Then the president of the town hall, Mayor Pedro Manuel, communicates it to Pedro 
Manuel as president of the neighborhood council of Fresno. This has happened to me.

Are there communal spaces in Fresno del Río?  If so, what type are they?

María Montesino: Yes, in Fresno we have common-use spaces, that are also a model 
for the people that pay attention to us, that are replicated in all of the towns of 
Campoo Valley, although not in the other towns of Cantabria. In many but not all. In 
Campoo, there are still communal lands. So the model would be old local schools 
and neighborhood councils. The premises of the neighborhood associations are 
usually part of the same block of buildings that have been restored. The old schools 
were girls’ schools during the Franco regime. The children’s schools have now been 
redefined into spaces known as teleclubs. They are spaces of collective management 
of a common thing, which in the case of our town goes out to auction every few 
years. There are people who manage the cafeteria bar, which they use for association 
reunions, etc. This also occurs for women’s associations. Men’s associations do not 
exist in the same way, but they are normally “rondas.” “Rondas” are groups of many 
men who sing traditional folklore songs as a choir. This group of men’s rondas and 
women’s associations, cultural associations is similar throughout the region. Sometimes 
in towns with a larger population, there are village associations and that is all. But it is 
true, I have to say, that it is a very gender-biased vision, both in sociability and as an 
organizational model. Men with men, women with women. And we all get on a bus 
together when there is an association outing. But there is usually a large difference 
in practices based on gender, based on this system of collective management.

María Montesino: Common land is the property of the neighborhood council or the 
open council, that is, we are going to say, “natural” places. That is, the hills, pastures, 
high mountain passes, prairies, farm land, that have diverse uses. Normally in the 
countryside valley there are two uses: one for the activity of farming and one for timber 
and firewood. In the ordenances it tends to be distributed as pastures and firewood. 
What does this mean? That whichever resident of a village, just for being a resident, is 
registered as a resident if they live there for at least six months and a day per year. It 
doesn’t work to live in Santander and be registered as a resident. You have to reside 
there for at least six months a year. They used to look for chimney smoke. How often 
does smoke come from your chimney? These things are very strange. You have the 
right to harvest firewood from public mountains and these days a forest agent comes 
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to mark old trees, trees that have to be removed for purposes of commodification of 
the mountain. They always cut down that timber. They are not barbarians, it is not a 
lot of timber, logically. They make a bunch that they call “adras” and they distribute 
those “adras” to the residents who want them. And there is free use of timber for 
residents. And then the second use is farming, agriculture, or a livestock zone. What 
does this mean? If you are a resident who lives there for those six months and you 
have a title for ranching, your animals, cows, horses, sheep, goats, whatever you 
have, you have the right to take them to pasture on the communal mountains. And 
there is regulation for this, a few pasture ordinances that will regulate every village, 
if there are biological restoration zones, in which time periods, how much you pay 
per animal, what relation, what equation to use to distribute the hectares between 
neighbors. And that tends to be a fundamental use for those people who, like in my 
case for example, are not landowners and so have to reclaim it in the 21st century. I 
am a livestock farmer by principle title which means that the majority of my income 
comes purely from the act of ranching and I have no ownership of the land. Zero 
ownership. I pay rent and have communal land for my use. If they block my access to 
the communal land, I have a very big issue with my personal economy and also with 
agro-environmental activity that opens a unique way of understanding the world, the 
animals and the harmony with the environment, very different from many traditional 
operations that, even though they are traditional, are not always beautiful because 
they aspire to be industrial and intense. So this community is distributed like this.

María Montesino: And to make a final point, there are communities, there are villages, 
for example Requejo, the Lucio village of my partner, where everyday they distribute 
“hazas.” The “hazas” mean that they distribute land to cultivate. Land where families 
used to sow potatoes, sow wheat for animals and plant vegetable gardens. Because 
the world of livestock is very disjointed, this is no longer done, but people continue 
to have rights for 20, 30 or 50 euros per year to hectares of land and this has to be 
reclaimed. New families that want to come to the countryside and say “look, I want 
to plant my lettuce, my vegetables and my potatoes.” There is communal land that 
is still managed in a communal way and I think that this is an impressive power that 
deserves to be brought to the center of the question. Something as simple as that.

Which are the biggest challenges and threats faced 
by those who decide to live in the town?

María Montesino: I will tell you and there are many that occur to me right now, here 
in such a large territory, there are always models. The capitalist, extractive, touristic 
model is crushing us. And there are many examples of these practices. For example, 
the Land Law, is an ecological transition that when put into practice is being left to 
companies that want to speculate with the land. What transition are we talking about? 
This must also be said. And we are people that think, how can we not be in favor of 
renewables and in favor of eco-socialism and in favor of all these issues? Evidently 
we are, but not in this way. All of this is put in danger. And when the time comes, I 
would also say that caciquismo of all life is masked and has many faces. When we talk 
about patriarchy, well for María Montesinos, patriarchy is a neighborhood council of five 
gentlemen from the Popular Party who prevent a woman that represents many other 
women from traveling to the countryside. With an acro-ecological activity that impedes 
this woman and her economy and her family with her from having communal land. 
That is also where we directly attack the patriarchy, as the expression goes, sometimes 
the idea and also in concrete ways. That is to say, patriarchy is these gentlemen.
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Toñi de la Iglesia: Personify everyday reality.

María Montesino: These types of examples are happening. And I would also say, and 
one that I was talking about the other day in Barcelona, it scares me and it seems 
terrible to me, is the Alt-Right in the villages. It is terrible to see how young people, 
young boys, young girls, young people are entering through this discourse because 
they are very frustrated. They are very frustrated. There is a lot of frustration generated 
sometimes by environmental movements in the city that are not connected to other 
problems. I learned a lot about the issue of wolves, for example. To work through 
this conflict. I had a cattle ranch that coexisted with the wild fauna. My cows live 
together with wolves, wild boars, vultures in the high mountains, with kites, bulls, and 
obviously I am there. How do I defend that coexistence? There are other alternatives, 
but these young people are not listening to them. They are listening and channeling 
their frustration to the pulse of the Spanish flag and with the discourse of the Alt-
Right. And this is a terrible threat that also identifies cattle raising, hunting, and even 
bullfighting in certain places, as a rural world. There is not one rural world, there are 
many rural worlds. But this image is being sold in the media. Spain is empty, emptied. 
That is a new colonialism, we are in that now, we are living it here in Cantabria.

Toñi de la Iglesia: What I see is the tendency of the Alt-Right, which is 
nothing new on the other hand, but what they are trying to do, is unite 
everything, to identify themselves with a series of univocal values. They are 
always the same and curiously everything oozes machismo, everything oozes 
patriarchalism and everything oozes, in short, totalitarianism, right? 

In La Ortiga you defend the concept of “new ruralities.” Can you 
explain what you are referring to with this concept?

Toñi de la Iglesia: In the face of the rural, in the face of this univocality, what we 
demand is diversity. There is no one rural. There are many in the new ruralities. Some 
are new, others are not so new. What is missing is looking. It is necessary to look at 
them with another perspective and listen and take into account the knowledge and 
distinct ways of life that are there. On the other hand, that does not mean returning 
to the countryside, returning to the villages, that cannot be. Now, as a “new utopia,” 
we do not go there. And “that is Eden, it is a happy Arcadia,” that is not true. To 
live in a small town is to live in the center of conflict. You also have to live with the 
conflict, because not all people think the same way, not all approach things in the 
same way. You cannot arrive in a town without knowing how people live, what the 
circumstances are, and pretend that what you have, your imagination, is what you are 
going to find—no. That is why we have cases of people who believe it is picturesque, 
that come to a town and complain because the rooster sings in the morning and 
because the cows pass by but I don’t know where. Well, let’s see, animals exist, 
roosters crow, birds are not an annoyance but a symphony. You have to learn how to 
coexist, to break with the other things that you carry and leave them behind. So, the 
new realities are no different than the new forms of coexisting that must exist in all 
realms. Perhaps the difference is that here the new is smaller, it is closer and forces 
you to have more relationships born of proximity. Because in a small city, because 
there are more people, you don’t greet everyone in the street, but in a town you do, 
and you end up knowing your neighbors. And it is from this difference, from diversity, 
that these new relationships should be established. Because of this I think those who…
Well, I do not know if I should say that we come from. I am from an urban place, even 
though I have spent many years also living in rural areas. You have to learn to listen, 
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because many times there is not only one solution to a problem, but more than one. 
And when we get closer, it would be a form of breaking that homogenous vision of 
things. For me the “danger” is always in comfort, in leaving other people to decide 
for you. In the case of governing bodies, I don’t care if it is a neighborhood council, a 
city council, or whatever. If we believe that democracy is voting every four years and 
then whatever they do to me is done, we are going wrong. The new ruralities must 
also be based on participation, on being willing to be part of this new enclave where 
we are, to listen and also to carry a message of closeness and outreach. And to be 
willing not only to listen, but to change your vision of what things are in a smaller place. 
And that is profoundly complicated, but at the same time it is profoundly enriching. 

María Montesino: And then, to add something about the new realities, I would also 
like to say that sociology studies the concept of new realities a lot. I am working on a 
thesis about this now and I could give you an immense lecture, but I won’t, but I would 
like to make a note, okay? New ruralities is a concept that is being studied right now 
and also tries to reflect this idea of new settlers in a very current rural environment. 
This kind of “exodus.” And also as a space—as I understand it and I am also trying to 
defend the thesis a little—as a space of conflict. What happens when people who 
come from an urban environment, especially certain ideologies, militancies or practices, 
arrive in a rural environment, often conservative, etc.? But always understanding 
the rural environment, not as a fixed photo of the past, but as a living space.

Is environmentalism integrated into this idea of a new rurality?

Toñi de la Iglesia: The concept of an ecologist, environmentalism and others, here 
once again we face the lack of knowledge on the part of the population. It does not fit 
in my head that rationally someone has knowledge of what it means to be an ecologist 
or to be an environmentalist. That in short is the balance, every farmer by definition, for 
every rural inhabitant, would have to be an ecologist, but for being born there. In fact, 
I believe that in older generations, the majority of people were ecologists and did not 
know it. They practiced environmentalism and did not know it and they practiced a—we 
could say, sustainable—way of life and did not know it. So now the problem is that we 
give ourselves to and we are moved by slogans, we do not think that they put us there, 
“this is good, that is bad, the ecologist cares, the ecologist is so good, that is true.” This 
is the problem, in short: lack of information and lack of knowledge. And who takes 
advantage of all this? As always the system and all the messiahs of totalitarianisms 
that are not new, they have new faces, but they take advantage of that. The extreme 
right and all these people who grab a lot of people who do not have the capacity to 
reason the concepts. We live in a world of slogans. “Good, bad, yes to this, no to that.”

María Montesino: Being called a good environmentalist is an 
insult. Where we are, environmentalism is an insult.

Toñi de la Iglesia: Yes, yes, yes.

María Montesino: Our ranch, which is environmental, fundamentally because 
of its management, but also because it has a little stamp, this little stamp 
of dictatorship. It is another dictatorship, but we are not debating that 
today. But “environmentalists” are maintained in those archaic ruralities, 
and come in part from the discourse of the Alt-Right, that maintain 
dichotomous thinking. That of “good or bad environmentalist,” etcetera.
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What are some stereotypes and prejudices that you 
tend to find about the rural world?

María Montesino: Well, Toñi already talked about one. The photo, the romantic, idyllic 
vision, oftentimes “ah, the countryside, and look at it.” I mean, yes. The countryside 
has flowers and it also has a lot of fertilizer. Sometimes it smells like flowers and 
sometimes it smells like shit, and we have to say it both ways. The first thing that 
I would say to you is that you have to be aware of having a specific view. And I 
believe that the first perspective or approach would be to say that we are still in a 
very modern vision, very evolutionary, progressive, developmental. So when I went to 
Bilbao to do my thesis, I returned to the village and started frying eggs and potatoes, 
wearing an apron. The people in the town, the first reversed stereotypes, said “Oh, 
that poor woman had to come back from Bilbao because she couldn’t find a job 
and she had to come here to do this. The poor girl, look at her.” That first vision from 
inside is the product of many years of disdain. But that vision was the first time that 
I said “look,” because it makes you sad in some way. I am the granddaughter of two 
peasant women who had that idea in their heads. “This is bad, that is good, you 
follow that path, study that way, etcetera.” So it is very difficult to break the prejudice 
when there are so many imaginaries that we grew up with our whole lives, from 
the rancid movies of the Franco regime, with the hen and the cage, to the village 
idiot. A lot of expressions that are in the language, that are in our everyday life.

And then many times from the culture itself, from the cultural sector itself or whatever 
you want to call it, also happens when you work on culture crossed by rural areas 
and you work with artists, for example, who work through collaborative processes 
in rural areas. Ah, but yes, there are other spaces that are not conventional spaces 
of art representation, that are not the Reina Sofía, that are not the capital city of 
the provinces, whatever it is, that are not public entities. There are other spaces. So, 
going back to the question of how La Ortiga can contribute to this from a cultural 
project, break by doing. It is by doing and demonstrating that it is done from other 
places and from other perspectives. And each one of us contributes our grain of 
sand. I would love to live in a plural society with a lot of migrant women who would 
be integrated with me, but I am not in that environment. The migrant women in 
my area are cleaning the houses of retired men, of the factory or of ladies I don’t 
know what, or they are working on the cattle ranches with precarious salaries. And 
that small grain of sand, if I manage that in one of La Ortigas collective projects, 
those people will see themselves represented, those people will participate, we are 
already demonstrating that there is a diverse rurality that is different and that can 
be just as powerful, equally beautiful, equally visible. Or not, because not everything 
has to be visible and be beneath the spotlight of what is happening in the cities. 
But it is a problem of many years of education and it is a problem of power.

Toñi de la Iglesia: Even today we continue to educate from preconception. From 
the idea that a rural village is always in inferior conditions and that in fact all families 
aspire for their children to go, to leave there. In other words, the objective is to leave 
the town, to go to the city, in some cases to the university, in other cases to work or 
whatever. So perhaps an important task is also these new generations that have left 
the town, that effectively have gone to the university, that have education, that have 
lived, we say, in both urban and rural worlds equally, and that at a given moment based 
on a personal reflection, whatever it may be, decide that they can return, but in another 
way. The new ruralities also form part of that diversity. A native of a rural area who 
has gone to the city, who has been educated, who no longer has reasons to consider 
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themself in inferior conditions, and returns with a different project, with another vision, 
with another perspective. That would be a way of transforming the rural environment. 
I believe that with a future, it is a very slow formula, because not everyone can 
or even considers it, but it is a real possibility that exists. If we manage to create 
conditions for the transformation of the territory, so that its inhabitants can return in 
decent conditions, which is also part of the diversity of the diversity of rural areas.

María, you used to live in an urban area until you returned 
to Fresno del Río and decided to stay and live there. Can you 
tell us what this transition has been like for you?

María Montesino: I also make two trips back and forth because I am from the city, 
that was our vacation home. I am middle class with a second residence, recovered 
from my country grandmother. To go in the summer on vacation is something very 
normal for my age group, I am 40 years old, I was born in ‘82. So there is a first 
return, a first recognition on the part of the town’s community, and later there is a 
return when I come from the university, having already presented my thesis process 
proficiently, with a very good scholarship and I left everything there and I came.

How do I live like that? To begin, all of my friends and colleagues said, “How are 
you doing to get to the town, but what do you do there?” The first thing is, “what 
do you do there? Why are you there all the time? If you are no longer going to 
Bilbao, if you are no longer going to be at the university, if you are not going to be 
with us partying here, what are you doing there?” I have always been a person, 
on the one hand who likes to be with people, very verbose and talkative, but also 
deeply lonely and a bit pessimistic, although it sometimes may not seem so. So I 
was always trapped in a certain connection with the rural environment, that was not 
very touristic at that time, with an extreme climate, very cold, snowy. Perhaps that 
seemed to me to be the fruit of romanticism. I also thought it was very beautiful, 
and I experienced it as something that signified a very big change in my life. But 
something that to some extent connected me to my paternal grandma who raised 
me at home. My grandmother was in Santander, at home, and for me, what she 
told me was very similar to what I saw, with how I had imagined life could be. There 
were many ruptures on that trip, many disappointments along the way. I talked to 
my colleagues as well. I came from a school of sociology and critical politics in the 
Basque Country, which I think still exists. Well, that’s where I am now. But with a lot 
of disenchantment colliding with reality after being in a closed society, very macho, 
very much structured for men, where there were things that said, “this is what we 
had already learned, we are still here.” And yet, that same situation seemed very 
seductive to me. I had a thought that maybe I could contribute something.

Toñi de la Iglesia: It is a challenge in a certain way.

María Montesino: Yes, but a process with a lot of disenchantment and many doubts as 
well. And many doubts in reverse, which is to say, many times I have learned so much 
about older people, older women and men also. I have learned so much. I think that 
the thing that changes my life the most is living with domesticated animals, not dogs 
and cats which we also have. But for me it was a very profound change that also has 
a lot to do with personal processes and that has a lot to do with grief, with life, with 
death. How I know the peasant world or what is left of it, because technically there 
are no more peasant societies, we know that, but as I know, the world that remains, 
that aftertaste, is how I approach my coexistence with animals. That changed my 
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life forever. Many times from the outside I have discussions with great friends, anti-
specialists, with people who come from these movements. I think it’s great to have 
those discussions. But there is a profound change when the lives of several animals 
depend on you. I think that is good, because I think we have to go back to rural 
practices in that sense. Whether you decide to eat meat or not, someone will eat it. Or, 
for me, the question that I was asking myself is what we do with these communities 
in the world that continue to be farmers, that continue to have animals because they 
pass those mountains beside them and manage that forest of oaks and carvings. And 
they’re still making food, real food, not food that fails to give nourishment, real food 
that they continue to cultivate. What relationship do we have with this world? And I 
understood to a certain extent that the whole world was mixed up like a haiku. 7-5-7, a 
haiku. What nonsense! Amazing, the whole world is there in that, small. It is the whole 
world in the cycle of a year. It is the whole world. In the spring it is the cycle of life, life 
and death. There is something very potent that for me was a radical rupture and above 
all a very critical rupture within the academy. In my personal case, I am the daughter 
of an autodidact, I always say. I am very academic because I am, because I have 
that connection, but there is also a very critical rupture with those learning spaces.

How do you experience the capitalist privatization of rural areas?

Toñi de la Iglesia: I continue to see the eternal struggle of David versus Goliath 
here. It is complicated. Being in favor of renewable energies and so on, what I 
see is that the big corporations end up imposing themselves. We cannot lose 
sight of the context. So, right now capitalism has been going on for many years. 
But of course, recently this brutal development, this extreme liberal capitalism 
that does not respect anything at all, not even its own existence, because there 
will come a time when there will be no one left to exploit. So the fact that 
alternative energies have been left in the hands of large corporations is a bestial 
problem and that is what we have to fight against. “You ecologists do not know 
what you want because you say no to everything”. No, gentlemen, we do not 
say no to everything. We say that it cannot be installed. Because it is a lie. They 
are not four windmills, they are real mega-parks, they are industrial parks.

María Montesino: They are polygons that are called parks to 
make it sound nice. They are windmills 200 meters high. 

Toñi de la Iglesia: That’s right. It’s barbaric. But an aesthetic barbarity, ethical 
barbarity, everything. Whatever words you want to use. For me that is the problem. 
There is the bait that the people, the population is being told that they are going 
to leave you some benefits, but what benefits? There are irreplaceable things. So 
you can’t destroy the forest because these super mega models are coming, then 
everything becomes that enormity. I still think that small is beautiful, that it has 
been a slogan that worked years ago and that maybe the solution is not so much to 
build those huge windmills as to make sure that we do not have these solar panels, 
but let’s go make energy communities in some way, expressed in this small way.

What would an energy transition that had no negative repercussions 
on the territory and the lives of its habitants look like?

María Montesino: So, to add something to what Toñi said, we have worked on 
a community energy process, an energy community prototype. Two years ago 
in one of the projects of the Citizen Social Innovation Laboratory, the one that 
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Toñi mentioned before, Rural Experimenta. It is a group of people from outside 
of Cantabria with local people and so on who tried to design a proposal for an 
energy community. How do you make the whole energy transition, etcetera on a 
day to day basis? Through conflict. Why? Because it was not being done well and 
when you enter into the nuance, you enter. In other words, of course we want 
renewables, but there are other ways. Why is there not a proper Land Ordenation 
law? And there are zones that have to be sacrificed, let’s distribute them. What is 
the sense of having two wind farms or two mega windmills in our mountain port 
with eight-meter access tracks behind traditional houses without foundations, 
which would collapse? What is the sense of taking that energy to Germany? I 
mean, let’s relocate if it’s not that hard. As always, the model. We are going to 
make energy communities, we are going to take advantage of that communal 
management so we can have light in the village through solar panels or a windmill. 
But let it manage. It is a model; it is not only the windmill, it is the model.

Toñi de la Iglesia: But that is part of the system in which we are immersed. In a small 
town like Fresno de Río, there is no need for five tractors. There is no need to recover 
mutual aid. We make do with livestock, sharing machinery, giving mutual aid. Everything 
has already been invented, but it is precisely the people who are the heirs to these 
community management models who reject these models. They want all their own 
machinery, their own land, the bigger the better. We are in smallholdings because the 
farms are very small and you see some machines that are very good for wheat fields.

María Montesino: Talking about the proposals and false promises of the companies. 
And these spaces, the neighborhood councils as in the case of our town, make it easier 
for companies like Capital Energy to come last year to Fresno del Rio to tell us that 
the light was going to be free. Surreal and boycotting citizen movements such as the 
Platform for the Defense of Southern Cantabria, the Montaña Palentina, could make use 
of these common spaces. Here only the company’s discourse is favored, which is the 
objective discourse, not the discourse of the citizens. So this is also the order of the day.

You have mentioned the importance of learning to inhabit conflict as 
one of the pillars of this idea of new rurality. Can you explain the types 
of conflicts that you have encountered on the path of La Ortiga?

Toñi de la Iglesia: Totalitarianisms. I would like to talk about totalitarianisms.

María Montesino: Yes, yes, I am telling you. In fact I was trying to express it before. 
What happens is that many times with rural issues, for example, we also have the 
problem of conflict. Besides, in La Ortiga we have worked on it a lot, on how the 
conflict sometimes gets swept under the rug. We believe that the conflict comes 
from tension, there is a division, there is something to say. A conflict implies a 
need to listen to different voices. There are concrete cases where they are also 
perpetrated by left-wing extremism. For example, we find this in the case of the 
wolves when we talk about processes of dialogue, of knowledge. We work a lot 
with this profoundly anthropological idea, on the other hand, of the dialogue of 
knowledge. We are going to sit down with these people on equal terms. This is 
not an academy, this is not an institution, this is not a classroom. We are going 
to listen to this 80 year old woman named Angelines, and I always use her as an 
example, poor Angelines. And I say that if I explain something in such a way that 
Angelines does not understand it, I am doing something wrong, not her, me. 
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So this dialogue of knowledge between people of rural origin, multiple knowledges, 
thinking with the hands as a metaphor and people who come from another academic 
world, or from militancy, or from the city or from culture or whatever you want to 
call it. I am trying to simplify so as not to start quoting everybody, many times that 
is not heard. And the wolf for example, is a clear example of it, no? People who 
are in favor of keeping the wolf blindly, without listening and who are leaving aside 
a hard reality in farming families. Especially in farming families who have not only 
inherited a space, but also an imaginary. Farming families that have been shepherds 
their whole lives, who have seen how suddenly the management of the forest is 
no longer done 100 percent by the people, but by other entities, there are other 
organizations, there are laws that control this mountain. Or foundations that respect, 
that defend wildlife, but often put on a veil and do not see that this landscape is no 
longer natural. It is a cultural landscape, it is a landscape inhabited by people who 
spend the whole year with their animals working day by day in those mountains. 

And on the other hand, I give a very clear example, the cows, horses, animals, 
when they died before, they were taken to some areas in the villages that were 
called vultures, I think I remember, where those animals were eaten by scavenger 
birds. The vulture had food, it had carrion. This was stopped when the mad cow 
disease emerged and suddenly, instead of saying “well, let’s analyze the carcasses 
of the animals to see where they have to go,” it was said: “you are not going to get 
insurance, and a green truck is going to come and pick up the dead animals.” So all 
of the ranchers must have insurance on dead animals so that when an animal dies, 
we call this green truck which comes, picks up that cow with a pen, and deposits it 
and then that animal is incinerated. Okay. It is a very clear and simple example of how 
to institutionalize an agroecological rural management of the death of an animal. 

Toñi de la Iglesia: That chain is broken.

María Montesino: That chain is broken and suddenly, what do we find? Not to 
mention the wolves that we always find? That there are many vultures which 
you know are scavengers that do not kill. There are many vultures that are killing 
animals that are giving birth. And this is a clear example, cows and mares, not 
always mares, cows lie down to give birth with labor pains, they lie down, the 
baby comes out, first the head and the legs. And logically liquids, blood, etcetera 
are produced during birth which causes pain. So the vultures attack these animals 
alive, eat the baby and the birthing mother because this chain has been broken. 
It is not the vulture’s fault, the fault is in the rural way of managing the death of 
the animal so that the vulture has food. And this whole process is done with more 
carbon footprint, at greater expense to the farmer, etcetera, and the animal no 
longer has carrion. It is a very clear example. And many times only the profoundly 
urbanist discourse is heard. And I think that has to do even philosophically with the 
idea of nature and culture. Nature as a wild thing, as this construction. But there 
is a human management of all that. Then we can enter into the debate about 
how this coexistence with animals, humans, non-humans, etcetera. Fundamental 
ecofeminism, the idea of Yayo and many other women of co-dependence. We can 
go into that, but the reality is that it exists. And many times my partner Lucio always 
says that it is as if people suddenly say, “Look, this month I am going to take 600 
euros off of your paycheck because a vulture has eaten a calving cow.” Let’s see 
how you manage that. There are realities that we do not want to hear, and I simply 
believe that they deserve that we sit down and listen. And then we will see. 
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How do you understand the concept of “culture” through La Ortiga?

Toñi de la Iglesia: Well, just as there is no single rurality. Cultures are ways of life. 
So here we understand that there is not one culture, there are many cultures. And 
in practice, we try to act in the ways we can through different forms of culture. 
And on the other hand, the critical sense we give to the performance of culture, 
which must somehow facilitate changes, be transformative, make impacts, cause 
people to reflect. It is a culture that does not make you think, that does not make 
you reconsider and rethink most things. It is fine as something contemplative or 
whatever. But really, our form of understanding culture goes through that practice 
that stirs you up a little bit, that makes you feel concerned with what is happening. 

Among the different activities of La Ortiga you also publish 
a magazine. Where and how can it be purchased? 

Toñi de la Iglesia: We distribute the magazine through bookstores across all 
of Spain. It was a tremendous job. I still have a list of about 200 bookstores, 
but I would calculate that half of them have disappeared. But now, subscribing 
and such has more to do with the webpage, which I’ll let you explain.  

María Montesino: Yes, the website, laortigacolectiva.net, has a form that you fill out 
and people can subscribe. Our current subscription is a bit surreal. Because we do 
the paper version with a print run, we say: zero paper waste protocol. Why? Because 
we realized that sometimes we were printing a lot of issues and the people could 
download it as a digital version in pdf. There were people who did not want paper, 
so we did very small print runs. You can find them in bookstores in Cantabria, in 
Santander you can find it in La Vorágine and in the Librería Gil, in Torrelavega de 
libros, in Cabezón de la Sal we are in the bookstore Sancho Panza, and also in Reinosa 
in the Quiosco Ana Mari. And from there we ship all over Spain, even beyond. 

Toñi de la Iglesia: La Libre also, in Santander.

María Montesino: And it is done very artisanally, and then with the issue 
of subscription, we are deeply undisciplined, I have to say it because it is 
true. Even on the website, we say the subscription is 30 euros a year. We 
publish two issues for sure and if we can, three. Those 30 euros include 
shipping costs, and all VATs, you get two magazines, if we can three, and 
you support this paper publication so as not to lose the nostalgia. 

Toñi de la Iglesia: Not the nostalgia. Really, paper is paper.

María Montesino: We will return to paper, we will return to paper. 

La Ortiga functions like an educative space focused on raising citizens’ awareness 
of different issues related to new ruralities and social ecology. Are you invited to 
participate as co-educators in the formal and non-formal educational spaces? 

María Montesino: There are two groups. I think that one of them is more a “tell me 
how you do it from a rural perspective and give me examples” and I like that one. 
Examples of projects, processes, practices, a lot for this one. And later, the group that 
sometimes calls you, normally this is true for me because I have completed my thesis 
and I have recovered a little of my link with the university, and says “you can give a 
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seminar or you can lead a workshop, María. You can give a training,” and I always 
take the opportunity to give examples and in those varied examples I always explain 
La Ortiga, because I find it interesting. But yes, we are in many of those spaces.

Given your own educational experience, what do you think should be 
changed in the formal education system to accommodate the kind of 
experiential, reflexive, sensory, and artistic education that you practice?

María Montesino: Let’s see, I think I would start from a dialogue about learning.

Toñi de la Iglesia: More contact with reality. 

María Montesino: Getting out of the classroom. 

Toñi de la Iglesia: Getting out of the classroom. 

María Montesino: New spaces. We try to work on this a lot. Getting out of the 
classroom is fundamental. I mean, why do you have to have a rectangular, square 
space, with windows, with platforms, with chairs where we look at each other’s 
necks, when we could be in other spaces where there are characteristics that 
also favor dialogue? If there are 100 people, we are not going to listen to each 
other in the same way as if there were 20 or 30 or 15. Not to be afraid of the 
small, not to be afraid to give class in a pasture, like we have our tudanca cows. 
Underneath some trees with some chairs, or on a few blankets. Not to be afraid 
of other spaces because they also place you in other perspectives about life 
and about things. And I think that dialogue about learning is fundamental.

Toñi de la Iglesia: Yes, to facilitate listening to groups that are already in society, 
that are already active. To favor the knowledge of different trades, of different 
ways of working. But real contact with the people who are already practicing 
those familiar tasks and that knowledge. A formal school student who receives a 
lot of formal theoretical training can then later contrast the practical realization 
of that theory, because their knowledge or their interest will be closely linked to 
reality. What cannot be the case is that they spend years theorizing about what 
that wonderful professional life is going to be like, that they are never going to 
get to have. The practice. But practice en masse, not waiting to finish working 
on an internship with a company. No. In the process of theoretical learning, 
seeing how that profession is performed, what the real capacities are, what 
is the environment and knowledge of the location where it takes place.

María Montesino: And beyond profession. For example, I am thinking about young 
children and infants. How to take these children out of the classroom to explain to them 
the processes that do not have to be contained by a book. Boys and girls in villages who 
have silo balls fermenting in the meadow next door and they put them in a laboratory 
to make cars. It’s great. Look, it’s great to go and mess around and let the place go up 
in smoke. Putting voices of socially invisiblized people in the center. It is fundamental. If 
you are doing sociology of migrations, why not instead of representing migrant women, 
call migrant women and say, “we are going to be here with these people who are 
going to tell you their own process, their own life stories much better than me”? And 
that all of this has a value and that it is represented in the academy. Because it cannot 
be that it is always vampirized or established as a hierarchy. I think that we can all be 
very smart and have many qualifications, but when it comes down to it, life has us and 
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situates us, at least how I understand the university, or how I understand knowledge 
in a horizontal space, no? Why a woman from the village who knows a lot? We did a 
workshop on the roots of this recovery of rural knowledge in the face of the climate 
crisis last fall. And you listened to women that know how to work elderberry, elderflower, 
wood. You make an energy with I-don’t-know-what paste from I-don’t-know-where. 
You manage this in this way, lifelong economies of poverty, managing zero waste. 

Toñi de la Iglesia: Managing scarcity.

María Montesino: But why are the engineers listening to these people who 
are generating all kinds of stories? Why aren’t these stories being heard?

Toñi de la Iglesia: It is not secret knowledge. It has to be integrated.

María Montesino: But you have to be very brave for that. You have to break a space 
of institutionalized power and stationary knowledge, which is academia. And also, 
the “academy,” excuse the parentheses, has become such a huge bureaucracy, that 
it is great when you find spaces to breathe, like the one you have created. Other 
people are making them elsewhere. There is a reason I am in the university and 
it is for these people and it is because we cannot give everything to bureaucracy 
and neoliberalism, we have to keep on giving everything we have in those spaces 
as well. There are people who often say to me, “but why are you doing your thesis 
now? But what nonsense, if you are not going to be a professor. If I was already a 
professor, how can I not be a professor?” I am a professor; I am already a lot of things, 
not just one. But my neighbor is also a teacher, because she also teaches in other 
spaces. And above all in my case, is an anti-power question. I want to be a doctor 
so that I can say I told you so: I am a farmer and a doctor of sociology and I come 
here to give you a lecture about these things in your own environment and in your 
language. I also believe that there is a fight happening and we have to be there. 

Toñi de la Iglesia: We also have to trust in the human factor. Because in the 
end, to be able to break and penetrate those cracks in the system, which is a 
phrase that I like, there must be brave and hard-working people. Because this is 
a terrible effort, swimming against the current, taking time to be able to approach 
these things in another way, is a terrible effort and for that we must be grateful. 
That is why we must be grateful to the people who are capable of doing it. 

Do you work in connection with other processes?

María Montesino: Right now, La Ortiga is very interwoven with REAC (Network 
of Spaces and Agents of Grassroots Culture). But this type of grassroots 
cultural network is where we can fit in. And without any fear of informal 
networks, without acronyms. At a given moment we could connect with village 
women’s associations. We work in informal ways very often, because they 
require it and they don’t want formal connections either. “Well now we are 
like this, but next year daughter, maybe we will do pilates and we won’t want 
your workshops.” We don’t have to worry about this either. It’s all right.

What institutional response have you encountered?

Toñi de la Iglesia: We have occasions where we were absolutely 
banned, especially during the first ten years let’s say. 
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María Montesino: Well, that was also a little bit linked to the figure of Antonio. 

Toñi de la Iglesia: Of course, because he was very rebellious. Those were very immobile 
years, very immobile here, because apart from being a person with a great capacity 
for work, he had a really powerful character and many people could not stand that

María Montesino: And then also the things he did not have or was not. For example, he 
was an anthropologist but he was self-taught, he was not part of the institution. Since 
he was not institutionalized it always raised a little bit of fear because people were 
worried about him. There are people that if they do not pinpoint you, they neglect you.

Toñi de la Iglesia: Yes, they are afraid of what they cannot control. 

María Montesino: He had this critical vision and he said it and he had no problem. 
And with regard to the institutions it was a problem, especially with some councils. 

Toñi de la Iglesia: Yes, and there are people who are very much in favor of the 
academy or even people from the academy for whom merit means being a member 
of the academy, not their capacity, let’s say, to do different things. So they were 
somehow afraid of that other capacity of creation which is absurd, because their 
position was not in jeopardy, because it was not a competition, they are jobs. 

María Montesino: But they saw it as a threat.

Toñi de la Iglesia: Exactly. They saw it as a threat, when really they 
are parallel jobs. But it has been a few years, but for some time now. I 
think we are not doing badly at all. I think we are in a moment…

María Montesino: Also, because of fashion. A bit like Palmar commented before. 
All of a sudden, rural things became fashionable. The super Agenda 200 and the 
Sustainable Development Goals arrive, which always give me a terrible panic, because 
I see that thing with a lot of colors and icons, and I say look, don’t bother me with 
that, because let’s see, now it becomes fashionable and suddenly a lot of work must 
be done there. What do you see, behind that there are also people doing really cool 
things. But what happens? That it becomes fashionable, the spotlight is put on it and 
then suddenly it is very cool because you were already there, it’s not that either.

Toñi de la Iglesia: To give a graphic example, things have changed from 
presenting a project and an institution telling us that “no, that this project does 
not fit,” because for example, gastronomy was not culture, to the contrary, 
events of all kinds and conditions were being organized. Fortunately, things 
were changing little by little. We were there, it is not that we are always moving 
forward as we diversify our activity. But, we already knew that gastronomy was 
culture. We are pleased that others have learned it, we think it’s great.

María Montesino: From all the institutions we have also always had… I mean, 
I think that sometimes there is an impulse to do something or something 
comes up, we say: we are going to do it. It may take more or less time, with or 
without help, but we are going to do it. For example, we published a magazine 
a year ago. We had not published one in more than a year. Why is that? Very 
simply, because we had been doing many things, we had been doing a lot 
of workshops. One cannot always be thinking, always be doing. One can’t be 
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everywhere. So we have done many workshops that are now collected, we have 
also done training because institutional aid is a poisoned candy. I’ll explain it, it 
allows you to do something, but it also condemns you, right? Because they have 
their times, they have their bureaucracies, etcetera and also sometimes…

Toñi de la Iglesia: Very justified. So it is, after all, a bureaucratic time. 

María Montesino: And for me, above all, it’s like... I mean, it’s true that I am a bit of a 
free spirit, also self-managing. Sometimes I used to say that it is nice to do something 
and not have a logo, not have a seal, not have one. That too, no? In that tension, I 
always think it’s very typical of a culture to debate between the institutional, logically 
because of public subsidies, to which we also have rights as citizens, as associations. 
But on the other hand, things can be good when self-managed too, if you can do it. 

How does La Ortiga select the proposals on which you all work?

Toñi de la Iglesia: We are open to all types of proposals. In fact, the things 
we do sometimes come from our core, from our collective. Other times 
they are proposals from groups we end up collaborating with, because 
we find their proposal interesting. A priori there is no kind of limit, let’s 
say. Reality will impose its limits on us, but we don’t set them.

María Montesino: And collectives, Toñi, or sometimes communities. For example, 
there are many bottom-up processes with local communities. We have been working 
with women, rural women, for several years now. So, from conversations with them 
or workshops. In Valle de Campoo for example, with the associations with whom 
we usually work, suddenly a need arises for them. And they say, “hey, why isn’t this 
being done, or why isn’t this being solved around here? or why couldn’t we solve 
it?” So from there you walk with other types of collectives, of associations, also with 
artists. It’s true that art is also important for us, accompanying this process in this 
sense. In October of last year, with the theme of International Day of Rural Women, 
we wanted to do a proposal that derived from the logic of the event. We did a series 
of really beautiful workshops with rural women, with themes such as the recovery 
of rural knowledge, intergenerational learning networks, food sovereignty and 
experimental arts, so there are very cool processes because sometimes you think 
that your target audience is a profile of people who have nothing to do with the 
issue. We know that in the rural world older women join us and come to do visual 
poetry and collage workshops with Marianella Ferrero and La Ruda. For example, as 
they were in Cabuérniga, with a surrealistic approach, to begin. Because Marianela 
proposed, by means of some road maps that those women should make a collage 
with other feminist magazines, etcetera. And that map was like a map of their body 
with veins, etcetera, and the link was migration. And how all these women came from 
people who had migrated, or from rural exodus, or how all of that connected. And 
many of them said, “What is the point of this?” The rural world is very pragmatic. 

Toñi de la Iglesia: And distrustful. 

María Montesino: And suddenly after five seconds they catch 
it and say, “this is a link I have with this person.” 

Toñi de la Iglesia: That “It has to do with me.”
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María Montesino: My grandmother went there, and I don’t know where 
the other one went because she was exiled in the Republic. How all of this 
suddenly connected through that thinking with their hands to make something 
together, which is the meaning of collages. And they used to say that we used 
to do this by knitting, when we were going to crochet, I don’t know where. It 
is the same thing, but here we are rethinking another series of questions. 

How can someone connect with you to establish a partnership?

María Montesino: On laortigacolectiva.net we have an email address. You can 
write to us at info@laortigacolectiva.net. We also have a postal address. In fact, I 
am working on a project where you write letters with some people and collectives 
that have formed part of our routine life, and you do it through handwritten letters 
from people. It is an idea that comes from recovering handwriting and the time of 
writing by hand and from how writing by hand is also very different from writing 
on a computer. Our postal address is Calle San José 27, Fresno del Río, 39212 
Cantabria, Spain. And we love to hear from people who want to tell us things 
that happen in their territory and are very connected in this sense to their rural 
environment, to their landscape, to their coexistence with animals and cultures. 

Toñi de la Iglesia: Whatever they want to share. 

La Ortiga Collective is a political project, but what politics are we talking about?

Toñi de la Iglesia: Knowing that every act of our lives has a political meaning. 
Depending on whether we do one thing or another, we are favoring a way of life, 
another way of life. Of course, a horizontal politics. A politics that includes all human 
rights and world rights. Come on, as human beings, that would be fundamental. A 
politics that advocates that every person has their basic needs covered, that advocates 
that we have access to education, to sanitation. We are not very clear about what we 
would call the new system, but certainly not this one. We do not agree with this one. 

María Montesino: And to work with models that generate those 
cracks. Because even if you say, “well, you can’t with the system,” 
you can work on models that generate cracks in it, right?

The Constellation of the Commons is a space of good news. From the 
Constellation, we are working to produce a proactive and exciting imaginary 
that encourages citizen participation in the pending eco-social, poli-ethical 
and economic transformation. Can you name some moments that you think 
can contribute to strengthen this vision of the possibility of change?

Toñi de la Iglesia: I don’t know about all of La Ortiga because we are in La Ortiga, but 
I start from a deep vital connection. My conviction is that we must cultivate spaces of 
resistance and have confidence that, even if we are not many, even if we are small 
groups, starting from qualitative change of ourselves and generating spaces around 
us. Someday, I do not know when, but utopia lives, there will be quantitative change.

María Montesino: Yes. Good news—we are alive. Good news—knowing that I always 
say this, that seeds fly. That is why this project or this process is called La Ortiga. If 
tomorrow it disappears because you have not participated, it’s okay. The seeds fly. It 
will be called something else, it will be other people. I commented on it during our 
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online meeting, since we were discussing it. I said: Amador called it the strength of 
the weak. And you said: they are not weak. I think they are not weak either, but it 
is the strength of the small that are alive, although perhaps on another scale, that 
sometimes listen to us, but that also connect with whichever part of the world from 
which their small things are alive. And good news—well this year, the drought is over, 
it has started to rain and there are flowers again and the cows are calving and the 
mares also. And life goes on in spite of humanity. I think that’s always good news.

How do you sustain this belief in times of energy collapse, of civilization 
crisis, of violence and social confrontation and of political disaffection?

Toñi de la Iglesia: Everything is against us. But as you say, we are alive and 
we are aware of what it means to live in the broad sense of the word. And 
in my case, as heir to a fight that has been going on for many years, many 
more than I have, the awareness that we have to resist. But to resist not 
in the older sense, as they say now. Not to resist by suffering, to resist by 
enjoying, to resist by saying, well here we are and we will continue. 

María Montesino: The joy of living. 

Toñi de la Iglesia: And to resist that with the joy of living, 
because we celebrate life. And that, I think, is important. 

María Montesino: And the good life and the sovereignty of time and of joy. We cannot 
always be losing our lives in struggles. I think also that we must also vindicate the 
sovereignty of time, of joy, of enjoyment, of loving each other, of the way we see little 
of each other but we embrace one another when we see each other, even if we hardly 
know each other. We celebrate those moments also. And then also hope.   I have a 
little girl who will be eight years old on Monday. But there is also hope in those people 
that are growing up now. I cannot imagine explaining it to my daughter. Because you 
try to explain things realistically. The world is not as beautiful as it is for you all over the 
world. There are little girls who do not live like you. All these questions that you have 
in your consciousness. But also without losing hope for the life in the small things. 

And I think that resistance, and this also has a lot to do with rurality, is in the small 
things. If you go up, we are “trashumantes,” if you go up to the summits, to the 
tall mountain, to 2000 meters, the tiny flowers resist. The tiny flowers. And the 
grass up there is practically at ground level. So the resistance has a lot to do with 
the small. A clenched fist is easy to maintain. There is a lot of strength inside of it. 
Sometimes the small, what seems unimportant to you, changing that perspective 
to look at it in another way, I think that is fundamental and it is very connected to 
hope. Because if there is something I believe that capitalism should not snatch 
away from us, it is hope. I think that the joy of living is also in a sense political 
and critical. This joy of living; I think that this cannot be taken away from us. 

Is there anything else you would like to share with the Constellation?

María Montesino: Well yes, thank you very much for inviting us, it has been a very 
beautiful experience, and also for me it is a luxury to have been able to share 
time with Toñi, because at home we do not talk about these things very often. 

Toñi de la Iglesia: Yes, I reiterate my thanks. And I also have to tell you now that 
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nobody can hear us, that I found Minnesota on the map of the United States and 
I know where you are. The Great Lakes, up there in the north. A beautiful place. 



Asturias 
Ganadera



Who are you and what relationship do you have with Asturias Ganadera?

I am Xuan Valladares. I’m a rancher and the secretary of the 
Asturias Ganadera association. This association is the most 
active organization supporting traditional ranching that has 
been working in this sector for about the last fifteen years.

Xuan, you are a biologist by training, researcher, writer, counselor for 
NeighborsXLlanes and at some point you decided to become a rancher. 
Why did you choose to come to Llanes and dedicate yourself to ranching?

It’s an odd thing when you’re told that there are more opportunities 
in an urban environment. I spent twenty-two years in a city and 
nobody ever offered me the chance to become a cattle rancher. 
So, you keep thinking about it and have to decide to what extent 
that is true. However, if you live in a rural area you can go to 
university and choose a career, but it remains clear to you in this 
context that there is an alternative, which is the countryside. 

I never really left the village. I lived in Madrid for twenty-two years, 
but really, ever since I was a child, I would spend months with my 
grandmother and we worked the summer months in order to stay in the 
town. What I mean to say is that I have a village and I have these roots. 
I studied biology out of curiosity, although I did not consider working 
as a biologist. I was very clear that I had to return to the village and 
live in the countryside. Above all, I wanted to live in the countryside. 
I always knew this because I developed an emotional attachment 
every time I came to Asturias, to my grandmother’s village. So, the 
logical thing was to end up having a farm and raising livestock.

How and when was Asturias Ganadera funded?

It was a struggle but in a positive sense. When I started ranching, 
I naïvely believed that the world worked and that institutions were 
there to help citizens and that unions worked for the sectors. I began 
to run into problems and saw that the solution did not come from 
unions or institutions. Local problems could be resolved quite well 
by the local community. There’s a clear difference. When you have 
a problem on your farm, a neighbor comes and helps you. It’s like 
that starting when you arrive in the town where I live, which is not 
mine of origin. There’s no issue with that. The problem lies in the next 
phases of our complex world. When you have a problem with an 
institution you see how things are no longer working. Here if you do 
not resolve your own problems, no one will resolve them for you. 
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I started with a sanitary problem. Some cattle inspections were made that were very 
inconvenient because they were made to fit the schedule of the administration’s 
veterinarians, but not for me as the livestock professional. Then, I had a cattle 
inspection when the cattle were in the hills. That caused significant disruption because 
the animals spend seven months in the hills, and you disrupt that by bringing them 
down for a vet check, which is as easy as doing a census check. And then I also had 
the work of bringing the cattle up to the hills again. This was absurd. They could not 
help me with this job. With a certain arrogance, the official told me “well, you will do 
it, because I told you to and I am the authority”. Then I thought about what to do. 
I started with passive resistance. And I said, “Well, I’m going to bring down the five 
cows that I have nearby,” because I wanted him to see the goodwill that I consider 
proportional. I told him that to bring down the others who were in the hills I needed 
about four or five people to help me, so I was not going to do it. He said, “Well, 
people always do it that way”. I said, “People do it because they are afraid of the 
authorities, and I am not afraid. You have to get used to doing things right, because 
I don’t want to have to bother my neighbors in the morning before work. I already 
know that my neighbors help me – thank God we are a functioning community – but 
why am I going to take away work time from my four friends, four neighbors? It is as 
if you were in Brussels and I tell you to come and check the animals today because I 
want to”. Well, you will say to me “I am in Brussels”, because this is the same thing. 

Then he came and I brought the five that I had close to me, and not the others. In 
the observations section of the document, he put “resistance of authority”. That’s 
how the first fight with the Administration began. The first fight was very lonely. 
This kind of inspection would cause another that affected more people, and then I 
had a second fight that I started with two neighbors. Then, strange things began to 
happen. For example, they started to give me other random inspections. When you are 
rebellious, they try to overwhelm you until you get scared. In all the fights, I accepted 
the challenge. There came a time when they said, “for this guy, we are going to have 
to look for another way”. Complex challenges opened up for me because I tend to 
have a lot of determination, but I don’t have a lawyer or money to defend myself. 
The Administration has a grotesque judicial system, in which the Administration has 
advantages. You pay for the trial and if you lose, you ruin yourself, and if you win, 
you won’t get your money back. So it is a deterrent. But well, I got to the end. I lost 
because there were only two versions of the story, the authority’s versus mine. So, the 
only argument was the judgment of the authority. I knew it could happen, but I wasn’t 
going to let myself be overwhelmed. I could no longer turn back. The appeal was 
6,000 euros, but I had to defend myself in some way. So, what I did quite well, and 
from then on was my greatest support, was to turn to the press. To the media. If they 
like you and you hook them somehow and explain things to them, they become an ally. 

I went around to different chapters talking about how the lawsuit was going. Every time 
I left, the authorities were offended because they lost votes. Statistically, something 
happens there that they don’t like at all. Then, the last deliberation of the judge 
demanded I pay between 20,000 and 60,000 euros and I had to sell the house. 
I went to the Principality and said that obviously I did not have the money, but I 
did have the moral upper hand. The judge told me that he was the authority, but I 
had the reason and people knew it, so I decided to chain myself up in the regional 
government and make a public collection. I called the TPA, a local television channel, 
to cover it in different areas. To my surprise, they never sent me the paper. I spent 
a few months as troubled as one can be, because I really did not have economic 
support, I would have chained myself without doubt, it was not a bluff. The point is 
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that many things started to change. The veterinarians started calling me and asking 
me for things. I said to them, “Why are you treating me better now? They should be 
treating everyone like this from the start, not just the ones they can’t break”. From 
then on, I was sort of like a celebrity. I had already started an association that was 
not growing and I said to myself: we need to have a structure. It should not just 
be me, the crazy madman on the hill, who is able to confront the authorities. 

Then there was a call and a search was made in other areas of Asturias to see 
which associations had done something. I contacted eight of them and some were 
already very dead, others were still alive. The fact is that people are very inactive 
until they find that they are already in trouble. These associations usually came out 
of a problem that reached an unbearable level and then yes, people would come 
together and do something. As soon as the problem was overcome a little, it weakened 
and the associations remained there, in that limbo. I was getting the leaders to 
sign up, those who led each group, and I proposed a meeting. We created what 
we first called the GEA platform. The nod to the goddess is there, but it means the 
Extensive Ranching of Asturias. And we started working with that name. We were 
doing things both in terms of communication and the first protests. A key moment 
came in the Picos de Europa, a powerful pastoral area that tends to do its own 
thing. Here the problem is that they are like a very atomized society, which has its 
advantages, because ultimately these small towns are what we all believe in, but 
there has to be a greater structure that coordinates them, that they can consider 
to be potential allies in the face of greater evils. Not just rivals. So, they had a major 
problem. Those who normally ignored the work of the platform, suddenly said, let’s 
get together with these people. So we had an anthropologically wonderful assembly, 
because we were supporting this work and with the utilitarian point of the work, 
in that context, you are also seeing history. You are seeing how the leaders of each 
small territory behave, the backbiting, the jealousy, and that whole film made me 
understand possible situations in the past and throughout history. I imagined many 
things. From that meeting, the platform took a leap with other groups and other 
leaders. We decided to change the name. I proposed “Asturias Ganadera” or “Asturias 
es ganadera”. The name Asturias Ganadera remained. We had our first protest to 
defend what at that time was harassing these people, the damages caused by 
wolves from a part of the National Park. This is how Asturias Ganadera was born. 

Was Asturias Ganadera started before or after 15M?

15M was after the beginning [of Asturias Ganadera], but 15M was no coincidence. 
It happened because there were a number of crazy people scattered about who 
realized that we had to change things by taking action. I remember that a month 
before 15M, I went to visit my brother who lives in Madrid. We had decided to do like 
15M, because we were tired of these things. Something had to be done now. I think 
that was the moment when people started to understand. We were thinking about 
how we would do something, to go out into the streets. I was not organizing 15M 
but we were already waiting for it, and that kind of collective consciousness works.

In moments during 15M there could have been a feeling of reinventing 
direct democracy; however, when you understand the political reality 
of the minor local entities and observe how open councils function we 
realize that this form of organization, management and administration 
already exists in rural Spain. What can you add to this observation?
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It was essentially an urban movement. They made proposals for things that were 
for their people. They were reinventing direct democracy. There was a group called 
Democracia Real, which I liked the most because of its transversality. They proposed 
interesting things, but what they were effectively proposing was already invented. 
What works in a small town, stays there. It is very rare that large structures learn, not 
the other way around. The little ones are waiting to see what they send us from above, 
it is very rare to have a flow in the opposite direction. But the proposals of that real 
democracy indeed already exist as the “Concellos” that have always been around.

How is this association organized internally? Who leads it?

Really, of those eight people that helped us pull the cart at the beginning, when the 
structure was credible, and had strength and an inertial dynamism, some left the 
association and there are fewer of us left. However, from the perspective of its activity, 
the association was getting better. We became five and we worked like a clock. Yes, 
it is true that they were five very reliable people. We never failed each other; there 
was loyalty, trust, and we had the same strategic vision. Right now we are pulling the 
cart with three people, we are still exhausted, but we continue with a lot of vitality.

The people who we meet decide what is the most important problem, unless 
someone calls us with a problem and we take it as our own. But then there are 
layers to the onion, so the three of us really decide the strategy and based on 
calls, we summon people, 15, 100, 200. Our record was 8,000 people in Oviedo 
in a very difficult to achieve protest that made history a couple of years ago. 

Asturias Ganadera is a nonprofit Association. Why did you choose this 
legal structure and not, for example, a cooperative or a union?

One of the limits of all Associations that I have been developing over the years 
has been the human factor. It’s complicated. Asturias Ganadera would be more 
equivalent to a union. Asturias Sostenible, which is another one of the projects I 
started, yes, it would have been more logical as a cooperative. What are the problems 
of a cooperative or union? Well, they have bureaucratic deterrent structures and 
an association is a very flexible formula. Ultimately, if you include the promotion 
of a direct market in the objectives of the Association, you have a lot of room 
to maneuver and function as a cooperative that has an internal regulation for 
everything. As the driving force of these projects, I always preferred an Association.

What limitations does it have? Well, those other structures have the possibility of 
greater economic support, more subsidies, but it is a double edged sword, because 
no one bites the hand that feeds them. I always wanted to be poor but free. That 
is the path that the agricultural unions followed and that is why they did not work. 
They are overwhelmed. They are stagnant structures, absolutely dependent on the 
Administration. The Administration is smart and has been working to domesticate 
agricultural unions. That is why Asturias Ganadera was born, a non-profit association 
that does not manage money and the expenses it does have are paid by all of us.

In general, it seems necessary for associations to develop their associative 
activity in parallel with a direct political activity on a local scale. Is this the 
reason why you decided to become a councilor representing VecinosXLlanes? 

Because associations are all well and good, but the impotence of feeling ignored by 
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the Administration was difficult to bear. Creating an Association is okay, you fight, 
you expose problems, but I thought, “let’s see if working from within the system…”. It 
has its problems because if you are outside, you have the right to make a peaceful 
revolution, which I say affectionately. I am against the system, I say it openly and if you 
agree to try to change things from within you have to be very respectful of the rules. 
Do you want to change them? Ok, but you have to comply with what is there when 
you get there. I do not like political parties; however, this was a group of neighbors 
from the rural world. We said, let’s make a neighborhood movement and run in the 
elections to see if we can change this. And I saw very clearly that we had to try.

Is a short- or long-term strategy key to organizing political activity?

Yes. You have to be careful about everything. You have to think about “the day after”. 
Before, I mentioned the word revolution, and if you look, all revolutions start with an 
enormous moral force. There has to be a very big problem, and that of many, for a 
revolution to happen. But the consequences are disastrous. There is a lot of chaos. 
The problem is “the day after”. If you review revolutions, the day after they change 
the heads of tyrants, and they can even change groups, and the nobles are the 
bourgeois, but in the end, it is the same danger. So you have to think a lot about what 
you sweat for and for what you stick your head out for. I really like the municipal scale 
because that fits much more with the reality of the communities. In fact, our group is 
transversal because in the end, if what you care about is the collective of neighbors, of 
a municipality, everything else gets pushed to the background. If you are left-wing or 
right-wing, from Madrid or Barsa, really all that nonsense is diluted. My dream, which 
I will not get to see, is that on this scale, it is easier to raise the model of councils 
from the bottom up. Now we are going to put the municipalities at the service of 
the neighbors, really. What if we managed to get most of the municipalities to have 
something similar, and we generated networks to do the next steps? Someone may 
say: “But a party without ideology?”. Our ideology incorporates everyone. In the end, 
there must be freedom to vote, not party discipline. But my municipal experience 
is making me think about how to make this same format useful at other levels.

The political strategy of VecinosXLlanes leads us directly to the 
path of direct democracy, but this can not be explained without 
pointing out that your gravitational center is the philosophy of 
the Commons. Would you agree with this statement?

Sure. What happens is that in order to not lose the essence of the commons, 
everything has to be bottom-up. Right now, as a party, for example, now 
that we are in the municipal elections of Llanes, we have to depend on an 
alliance with an absolutely pyramidal party. But the world is the other way 
around. It has to be those at the bottom who are telling those at the top 
what they have to change, what they have to do for the common good. 

What is the underlying thought on which the activity of this Association is based?

Asturias Ganadera represents many things…it is also that expression that says it all. 
I have the privilege of belonging to a territory where there has been continuity in 
agricultural activities. It is basically a land that has historically belonged to farmers. It 
is also true that this understanding has made us forget that we had other resources 
and other possibilities. There were wonderful vegetable gardens, wonderful fruit 
trees, because this land is very fertile. But we are farmers because this lifestyle comes 
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to us from before the Romans arrived. I insist that there are links with the past. I 
identify very much with the American spirituality of Native American Indians. I feel the 
ancestors in all these things I am defending with that love that one has for the land 
of their ancestors. Without this love, I don’t think I would have had the strength to 
get into this mess. Then there is the issue of rescuing farming activity, which at this 
time is truly in great danger due to an excessive and crazy economic system that is 
the number one public enemy of everything but itself. And the other leg is that I need 
to fight for what I believe in. So I suppose that if I had been born in Fuerteventura 
and there was a problem of another kind, then I would have dedicated myself to it. 

Regarding the comments on social media, it is possible to read criticisms 
of some of the positions of these groups. Who represents the critics? Are all 
farmers in Asturias in accordance with the principles of this group?

We usually share problems and there are essentially the same needs. 
It depends on us, it depends on the ability of the cosmos, of atoms, to 
truly weave molecules and not remain like helium, flying alone.

13. It seems that Asturias Ganadera has been the protagonist of many very well-
known protests. For example, in 2021 Asturias Ganadera invaded Oviedo with 
tractors to demand a reduction in the prices of livestock production costs and 
demand a list of improvements in the sector. A banner read, “We don’t want 
subsidies, we want solutions”. On May 26th last year, Asturias Ganadera went 
to La Feriona in the Canguese town (Cangas de Onis) of Corao, one of the most 
important cattle fairs in northern Spain, to protest for the rights of the ranching 
sector. Do you believe in protests as a tool for political transformation?

That’s a good question. I’m used to hearing, “And for what?”,  but everything must be 
measured. The protests clearly work. How do I know that? Because the bad guys don’t 
want them. That is already defining. That is, when they say to me, “this is useless”, I 
answer, “why, because the other person doesn’t want them?”. To what extent is that 
useful? Well, I don’t know. People tend to be very utilitarian, very result-oriented, 
and they say, “Well, I’ve protested, but it still hasn’t changed the law.” And I say, 
“patience.” You have to be patient. Maybe we were not able to modify a law, but you 
do not see what slows down, and that is very important. “You see a few goals met, 
you see a few changes, but you don’t see the changes that would have come.” I am 
afraid, therefore, the respect they have for an Association that is capable of mounting 
these numbers is useful. I feel sorry, because I would like it to be reason that prevails. 
In fact, when we started the Association the first thing we did was use reasoning 
and think that politicians want to fix our problems. But, no, that’s not the case. 

Can you explain how the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) 
and the management of resources, imposed by the Principality 
of Asturias, affect livestock and agricultural sectors?

Yes. Capitalism is a bit weird. The CAP is supposed to try to protect European and 
American production artificially because free trade would not work and would, perhaps, 
render products unviable. The first problem is slavery. You become a slave to a system 
that escapes you completely. Under the pretext of protecting agriculture, perhaps they 
end up charging little by little, but in an acceptable way, shutting down the possibilities 
of response and always in favor of those great interests that are the ones who are 
really deciding things. I hate the need for the CAP. It becomes half of the income of 
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a farmer in my environment, and without it, it seems that we cannot live. The issue 
of the CAP is that it is a very important percentage of the European budget, but it is 
directed at the important ones. In the present, you analyze the percentage of the CAP 
and it turns out that in Spain, the municipality that charges the most of the CAP is 
Majadahonda or Pozeulo de Alarcón, which are two municipalities in the peripheries 
of Madrid where people live quite well. So, you can tell me what they are planting or 
that they are producing. Mercadona and Carrefour are the big payers of the CAP. So 
the CAP is not making us viable, but is corrupting the whole system, making us slaves. 
Nor is the bulk of what the real economic resource is within our control, because a 
trader arrives, buys your cattle and knows that you are charging the CAP and says, 
instead of giving you eight, I’ll give you six. Then it really remains in the intermediaries. 

Structurally speaking, what is the problem with the CAP?

Everything should be organized from the bottom up, but as long as it is from 
the top down, what fails is the origin, nothing can go well. In other words, when 
things are organized from top down, who organizes them? In fact, it is important 
to understand that the essential thing is how decisions are organized, not what 
the decision is. A decision may come to us circumstantially, but remains up to fate 
because what is deciding things is not in the interest of small communities, but 
those with greater interests. So, if at a given moment these greater interests suit 
something that suits me too, well what a good decision but it is not a good decision 
really, it is a damn coincidence. What needs to be changed is the whole system so 
that decisions are essentially favorable and with a result that protects that interest. 
If things are organized from the bottom up, maybe laws could be achieved that 
benefit the commons, those from below. In the other sense, it would be impossible. 

What is the interest of a system such as CAP?

If you organize the world from top to bottom, at the top there are these macro 
economic powers that are big companies and financiers. These financiers 
manage 20% of the world’s money. These are the owners of the world. 

In recent years, the idea of an “empty Spain” has been normalized, which 
mainly benefits the sale of land to large corporations producing renewable 
energy. Asturias Ganadera condemns this dismantling of family farms 
due to the lack of support for livestock and agricultural production which 
is a process rooted in the harassment of the agricultural and livestock 
sector. Who is interested in dismantling the agricultural sector?

What interests are there to construct agricultural and livestock sectors on this scale? 
The Indians, the indigenous people of the place, are very uncomfortable for the system. 
We are the worst. We have knowledge of the terrain and even a spiritual attachment. 
We are a nuisance. The good thing for the territory is that there is urbanization 
where there are people who have nothing to do with the territory, online jobs and 
see no problems with the windmills in Iberdrola. That’s what makes the system more 
comfortable. Then, they are throwing us out, which makes our lives more difficult, but 
that is always the case with PAC. They exhaust you, but always avoid a revolution. That 
is, they burn you with increasingly restrictive rules until people leave it be. They do not 
help the local population at all. They prevent people from truly wanting to continue 
to connect and be productive with their territory. It is about producing food in the 
hands of a few companies, in a way that they are interested in, which are with large 
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industrial plants and cheap labor in countries where people can still be enslaved.

You have just used the word “Indian” to refer to rural inhabitants, 
can you explain what you mean by this word?

I use the word Indian as an indigenous person, a person linked to a territory in a 
spiritual and also a real way, and his belief is linked to what the territory produces. 

Is there a relationship between the defense of the commons, 
the Councils and the objectives of Asturias Ganadera? 

Well, in my context, there is a lot, because what has just replenished me, fills me up 
in all aspects. To think that this extensive traditional farming comes from communities 
that have never ceased to exist. There is this link with those communities that has 
always functioned in an autonomous way, of course, with the internal democracy 
that the Neighborhood Councils represent. Despite all the economic changes, we 
are essentially small farming communities where there is still a lot of mutual aid, a 
lot of community decisions. Above all, in Asturias, half of the territory is communal, 
it is a type of property, belonging to the land that is based on the collective and 
that is something that is “yours”, in quotes, as long as you are from the town, live 
in the village and have a connection with the mountain. We are not the same as 
a pharmacist who comes to live with my village and I, but in this true democracy, 
the pharmacist does not think of going to a Council and vote no to something. We 
are talking about people who inhabit the mountains. Because when something 
is connected with reality, that frequent nonsense in the world does not occur.

What does the phrase “silvopasture ecosystem” refer to?

Well, it is a vision that in the ecosystem in which humans live, the key is not only 
the wolf, they always put you as a predator. The key species here is the sheep 
and the shepherd. It is for that reason an ecosystem, it is a system because 
it has all the elements to be an ecosystem, a series of species, a biocenosis, 
a territory, a physics, a chemistry, a planet, a climate, all which make an 
ecosystem, but the key is grazing. Therefore, it is the sheep and the shepherds. 
A silvopasture ecosystem. “Silvo” because there are also forests and brush. 

What type of relationship exists between people who are 
dedicated to ranching and those dedicated to wildlife?

When the problem of coexistence with wild fauna comes about, I say that it is the 
same problem I have with the wild boar as the wild boar has with me. I consider 
myself fauna out of place. In fact, I hope they will not make me prey. But otherwise, I 
consider myself another animal. So when I defend the right that people can kill a wolf 
that is eating sheep or a wild boar, or that is bothering the corn, I defend it from a 
biologist’s perspective, not from a stale humanism where the human being is neither 
above nor below. We are where we are and day by day, that makes me understand 
that the wild boar is eating the corn and I make chorizos with the wild boar. Why am 
I not going to make chorizos with that boar? It is what it is. That’s how nature works. 

What would you say to a speciesist?
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They are an artificial wing. That the human being is a monkey that reaches the Moon. 
But we are hunter-gatherers and, psychologically, I think it is very clear that our society 
creates ranks, to the extent that it can sustain a small community of hunter-gatherers 
and it is impossible to avoid that, even if you’re an astronaut and live in New York. 

At what point did the human being become the center of a 
system in which it used to be just one more element?

There are powerful cultural themes, visions from certain religions. 
Humanism itself contributed to this vision that we are the chosen ones. 
Well, it comes from lots of cultures, but always from complex cultures. That 
never came from a tribe of hunter-gatherers. The world had to become 
more complicated to start believing that we are something greater. 

In 2020, you wrote in a letter for agropopular.com that was addressed to ASCEL 
(Association for the Conservation and Study of the Iberian Wolf) which stated 
that wolves cannot be in areas where 95% of its diet comes from domestic species. 
In many places, this is directly incompatible with local ranching. Another article 
from 2023 in La Vanguardia draws attention to a similar situation regarding 
the lack of wolf control with the example of wild boars. In both cases you 
suggest revising the Hunting Law. Can you explain the origin of this strategy of 
controlling the wolf population from the perspective of Asturias Ganadera?

What we have proposed is not very fashionable in the West, even though France, 
Germany and Sweden do permit something similar to what we have asked for. What 
I ask for is animal treatment, that is – let me explain myself. If the hunting law adjusts 
the ability to remove animals from the environment based on who lives there, it creates 
a need and a problem. It will not get rid of it. But it is the best way to manage control 
of the species. It depends on the type of society. If it is an unsustainable society, in a 
city, the bear will never return. Because it doesn’t fit. In the intermediate places, we 
must manage the territory in the best way to maintain biodiversity, but we are those 
who live in the middle, who have the right to decide when to eliminate them. What 
will the Principality say? Stop messing around. That the ecosystem where I live has 
trophic resources for the wolf other than my sheep and my cows, that will dictate 
reality. But no one in a university will say it. What we proposed was, on the other 
hand, a different way of controlling populations, closely related to reality, perhaps 
the most complex part. The simplest option, which everyone understood, but they 
did not want to support it because of the economic consequences it would bring, 
is that if society wants to maximize wild animals, which I understand and respect 
and in fact, I share, the logical thing is that it is not me who has to feed them. This 
sensibility is more urban than rural. I may feel that way and many others who live in 
a rural environment might, too. But why is the majority going to impose it on me just 
because more people live in Oviedo than in Madrid? It is not a question of numbers. 
We proposed some points where all real damages would have to be paid, including 
lost profits, intangibles, injuries, time spent looking for animals. Imagine that I have 
an attack. If I am lucky enough to find the animals early enough to identify where 
it was bitten or if I find out there is a wolf eight meters away, I may recognize the 
damage. And I say maybe because it is not always like that. In the surveys, they tend 
to pay only 20% of the real damages that should rightfully be paid. But they don’t 
pay anything if the right livestock registration isn’t there. That is why we want the law 
to be instituted, we want to be reimbursed for the sheep that are lost in the attack. 
Because of course, if the wolf in the chase bites 12 and 25 are killed, those who die 
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on the chase, die from the chase, not from the wolf. But if the wolf did not attack 
them, I wouldn’t have 25 dead sheep. They do not want to recognize this because 
then you would have to pay 12 times more than you pay and that is not affordable.

What do you think of having a payment for livestock 
losses caused by attacks by wild animals?

If I take an ax to your computer or bring some very nice, furry mice, with big round 
eyes, so beautiful that you want to caress them, you would never set a trap for 
those mice. They eat your computer cables. Or better yet, they screw up your hard 
drives. I do not know if these same people would not set the trap, but imagine 
that by law it is prohibited, and the state comes and says, “How much does the 
computer cost?” 1,200 euros. “Take it.” But it’s not just the computer. It had all the 
material that my work depends on. This is the same. You are not killing a sheep 
worth X. You lose a whole job that no one takes into account, that of selecting 
mothers, fathers. What have they killed of yours? The ones you were going to sell 
for meat? Because that has a different value than the one that is remaining as a 
mother and maybe you paid a friend for a special ram. And who weighs all that?

I don’t want money. What there has to be is a policy of assumable damages 
and if there are assumable damages, I don’t even want money. Because 
it is part of nature. One assumes that naturally. I don’t need to be paid 
by the Administration. But of course, those years have to be assumable. 
It would help to be generous and quick in payments, that’s true.

 Just in the past few months, news has appeared of the sale of chicken 
manufactured from cells in a laboratory to support a sustainable food 
industry. It seems like a catastrophic situation for the livestock sector. Do 
you think it is possible that this sector could completely disappear?

Of course, we have a problem with these new movements, because they are 
fanatical pseudo-religions. That is, they believe in one objective moral truth and 
believe themselves to have the right to impose it. That’s terrible. They are the 
new Inquisition, without a doubt. Speciesism, the misunderstood animalism. 
But it really is the new Inquisition. Then you can no longer talk to an inquisitor 
because you lose the ability to use logical arguments with these people. 

What would you say to the vegan sector that is thinking 
about the protection of animal rights?

I respect any food option. I know why I would never be vegan. I understand 
what pushes them to do it because when I see these macro-industrial farms, it 
disgusts me. And I wouldn’t want to eat that meat. I think if all those people lived 
in these small communities that produce, then probably nobody would be vegan. 
I am not saying that it is a universal truth. When I have doubts about whether 
something is reasonable or not, I reduce it to the scale of a small community, 
and if it would be possible in that small community I say “okay”. And when it 
does not fit, I do not consider it. What happens is that there are many concerns 
that are very difficult to rationalize and you save a lot of work doing this.

Regarding the controversy about the burning of brush in the forest, a statement 
to the newspaper Nortes explained, “They do not let you control who eats 
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your livestock, so you stop having sheep and goats because they eat them. 
And they won’t let you burn stuff either. So vegetation accumulates and 
Asturias becomes a ‘scrub paradise’.” Is scrub burning a safe practice?

Well, it is controversial again for the same reason. In these small communities, 
every time that a wolf approached, the village controlled it, they had an excellent 
management of the territory and also a tool called fire that was essential. The 
question is the following: in a silvopasture ecosystem where the human monkey 
is one of the key species, along with the sheep, goats and cows, but especially 
with the sheep, who maintains the proportions of grass? Because in this system, 
fire was always a complementary tool. Then along comes someone with very 
good intentions, someone from the university who was told that fire is bad and 
they make a law that prohibits burning. What happens? If we have fewer cattle 
in the mountains and they do not let you burn, the consequence is clear. In this 
ecosystem, between the fire and the sheep’s teeth, in particular, because the 
sheep are the ones that clean the best, this maintains the famous sustainability 
of wellbeing. That ecosystem made by the Celts was working, and continued to 
work, by eliminating the wolves that bothered you and by burning the brush.

Suddenly, they arrive from the offices and reinvent nature by removing indigenous 
populations from the equation and, of course, this begins to lead to strange things. So, 
these eliminations lead to environmental distress. There is a lot of debate about fires 
and we must be very careful with this. There is a traditional fire management system 
that we have been forbidden from using. And when a burn is made with the principles 
of managing the territory, and only with those principles, you talk about an illegal 
burn, not a forest fire. Statistically, they put them on the same side, but if you look at 
the silvopastoral areas, there are about a thousand fires over one and half hectares. 
Which is correct, but it skews the data a lot. There are not a thousand fires, there are 
a thousand illegal burns. Now, since it is illegal, some escape and generate a fire, sure. 
But then, let’s see how we can avoid that. But an illegal burning is not a forest fire.

There is a very interesting culture of fire, and what some people still 
know is being lost. And it is being lost because as it is illegal, this 
wisdom of fire stops being transmitted. All that can be lost.

Regarding your position on wolf hunting and brush burning, in some 
statements in the media we can perceive a misunderstanding between 
the environmental sector and the measures proposed by Asturias 
Ganadera. Can you explain the origin of this misunderstanding?

Yes. Since I am a biologist I know what they were taught. First of all, you cannot 
defend anything that a farmer does for being a farmer. I am defending the wisdom 
and the culture of fire that allows the use of fire as a tool, which clearly intervenes 
in the landscape, as do the sheep. In the savanna, for example, you remove the 
elephants and it stops being a savanna, it becomes something else. There are species 
that leave a very important mark on the ecosystem. We are the elephants here, we 
are part of the system. So, the first mistake of the classical ecologist is that he does 
not have the Indian –native inhabitant– in his head. It is a very important axiom. It is 
thought that whatever an Indian does is wrong because he is subconsciously seen 
as an intruder in nature. But an intruder is the one who comes to make an open pit 
quarry to extract material in a quantity that does not correspond to that community 
and to supply a large company with a lot of money. That is out of order. But not 
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what a farmer, who is part of the ecosystem, does. That is the first mistake biologists 
make, and it is very difficult to avoid because it is axiomatic. I actually started as a 
farmer with the deformation of indoctrination that one suffers unintentionally. And, 
moreover, the scientific perspective is supporting these precepts, since anyone will 
tell you that fire is good. After about eight years as a farmer, I started to realize 
the mistake. I was especially stupid because now I bring environmentalists and 
within two days I convert them and I still have not failed. It is true that some do 
not accept the challenge yet, but those who accepted the challenge, do not fail. 

To derive reality from the empirical is magical. So, that is the first failure 
of biologists. Then we have that biased education. They suffer from many 
singular gaps in interpreting this reality. And for the rest, everyone has 
to improve and learn. Let them learn from reality and that’s that. 

There are those who consider that the technification of the rural 
environment can be especially useful for the sustainability of the 
agricultural and livestock world. What is your opinion of this idea?

What makes a territory rural? Just one thing. Not having skyscrapers does not make 
it rural. What makes it rural is that there is a community linked to the territory that 
produces food. If not, you’re not rural, you’re countryside, landscape, a forest, I don’t 
know, you can be many things, but never a rural environment. The rural environment 
comes about because there is a community managing the territory and producing 
food. Otherwise they’re just industrial plantations. So, whoever wants to define what is 
rural and does not start from that point is already delirious. Everything they say is a lie.

Now, if a community of people manage the territory to produce food to also feed 
people from outside and in return needs to plug something into electricity, well, 
we are going to be open-minded, but the question is, always based on the primary 
sector, how can we evolve? Putting aside surpluses, how do we manage that part of 
the territory that is not especially useful for agriculture and livestock? That is the first 
key. The value does not come from what earns more money, because then we would 
overload all the fertile soils, putting in factories that are more profitable. Forget about 
money as the boss of what things are worth. The abstract value of fertile soil is sacred. 
Those who know the territory can tell you whether or not this advance has a place in 
their territory. And then you have to always think about, how many? Where? How?

For example, we put some windmills in areas where there is less environmental 
impact and that generates electricity for the surrounding areas and there is a 
surplus and you channel it. And you manage all this with a cooperative and, 
in addition to farmers and ranchers, there are two people working in a small 
company that manages all that. Wow, what a good model. That is sustainability.

Now, Iberdrola comes in and puts those huge things that throw me out of town 
because I am bothered by the noise and it drives the cattle crazy. They make 
tracks that endanger the cattle and destroy the dolmens, because they have 
no respect for anything. What benefit does this leave to the true rurality that 
I described? None. They will say that the rural environment is now producing 
many more millions of euros, but that is no longer a rural environment; that is 
an industrial environment. If you look at it in euros, industrial land is the most 
productive. Now try eating windmills and see what you have left to eat!
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Asturias Ganadera defends traditional extensive ranching. 
Can you explain what this form of breeding implies?

I have the privilege that traditional ranching, which is linked to this entire history of 
livestock, is a way of raising cattle where animals have a life of semi-freedom. My 
cattle have seven months free in the mountain and can act as a herd. I once had 
a wonderful vision of how my flock defended itself from the threat of an attack by 
wolves. I was on the mountain and I suddenly felt the ground vibrate. I saw, hundreds 
of meters below, that my cattle were running in unison to the flatter area of the land 
because something that looked like wolves, were coming down the mountain. Sure, 
they were doing defense training and made a perfect circle. Inside were the calves and 
free were some of the mothers. The most motivated mothers were in active defense. 
There were three or four mothers who were not in the circle and were waiting for the 
wolves. That scene was wonderful. In the end, they were not wolves but two dogs, 
but it doesn’t matter. They are being cows. You are allowing them to be what they are. 
They are cattle that are not selected, having the size of their rear end hypertrophied 
in order to sell many filets. It is a breed that is selected for its ability to live in the 
mountains. That is a privilege that we have, those of us who raise livestock this way. 
Because, otherwise, you have some conditions that make you look for fat animals. 
It is as if we were to select humans based on who is the most prone to obesity.

So, the satisfaction comes from producing something that you know lived like this, 
and it shows in the meat afterwards because you can also taste happiness. These 
animals go on like this for seven months, then they spend five months in their own 
meadows, rotating through the meadows, because they live on what you kept from 
the summer. It depends on how much territory you own and how many cows you 
have, but you can end up not buying anything, which is optimal, because then you 
have an entire enclosed ecosystem. These days, it is rare to get this management, 
even though it is the one I would prefer. I do not have enough land so then I would 
have to buy the extra from someone from Castille or from Leon, but you try to 
minimize the percentage of the food you have to resort to outside and outside is 
the other side of the mountain, which is like going to Argentina to buy soybeans.

Is there a direct market model in Asturias between consumers and producers?

Yes, that is Asturias Sostenible. For every need I have invented an association. So 
this other one was to cover that little flaw in the system that doesn’t let you sell at 
the right price. And now that I am a councilor, I have abandoned this other part 
of my house. But for years, I paid people fairly, they know my value, because they 
are fair, people know my ranch, know me well, know the cows, and sometimes 
go up the mountain to visit them. There is a connection in a direct market. Above 
all, with the first consumers, because word of mouth works, it spreads to people 
who do not know me yet. But what is clear is that producing like this, knowing 
that it is good for the cow, that is it good for the one who will consume the meat, 
gives you an indescribable satisfaction. But it is a reciprocal satisfaction. People 
pass by my house and see the cattle as they live, how they are managed and they 
know that this is going to be what feeds their family, because it is wonderful.

It is common nowadays to hear talk about the need for an ecological 
transition. What is your interpretation of this as a rancher?

This terminology generates a kind of schizophrenia for me. The ecological transition 
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is something that is necessary in a complex world that is destroying the planet. So, 
objectively speaking, the ecological transition is a necessity. The problem is that 
when you know what is behind it, who runs it, etc., you already directly manifest your 
reservations. But let’s start with the positive. We need an ecological transition, but what 
kind of one? The kind that puts up windmills in my territory? They throw me out and 
they bring in Iberdrola with those giant windmills? Is that your ecological transition?

These terms have that problem. So, you imagine a person who does not really 
know the reality well, but who has good intentions, at best. In the worst case 
scenario, someone is behind them saying, “We are going to call it an ecological 
transition in order to put up a lot of windmills, for Iberdrola.” Those who think 
like Walt Disney are the ones who make the animalistic laws. And then you say, 
no, first you have to really see the animals in their place and then you make the 
law, but don’t come in with a vision like Walt Disney and start making laws.

Let’s imagine that at Asturias Ganadera you are asked to design a 
different world system to the one we have. What would it be like?

Well, I am going to humor you by believing that I should do this. Because I start 
from the premise that I am nobody to impose what I believe. I believe in small 
communities. I know it’s the only thing that works reasonably well, even in the bad. 
Sure, there are small communities where there are fights, but I’m afraid that fights 
are part of nature as well. Of course, I like a community that tends to be peaceful, 
there are those also. I think the economist Ramón Tamames said that the feudal 
system lasted so many centuries because it made sense economically. In other 
words, they were self-sufficient territories that survived on their own production 
and only managed the surplus; for me that is a good basis on which to function. 
Take my valley, a community, a municipality, a manageable unit that is flexible and 
we all know each other, and whether we get along or not we need each other 
a lot because that is one of the keys. That we need each other. In the world of 
indoctrination and superabundance, it is impossible to feel that need in others.

I think it is good to share needs. I think that it is what makes a person value and need 
their neighbor. If everything is given to me by a machine, that is terrifying because 
they are dehumanizing us to make us even more stupid and more domesticated. So 
these small feudal units, in quotes, make a lot of sense economically. You can see 
quite well in these units what closes the circles, so that you can organize production 
in what is the territory. That the territory has such a quantity of acorns that we are 
not going to eat them in the village, because that is what you export; what is left 
over to your territory is marketed. Generating a structure, a network of new fiefdoms 
economically, psychologically and socially sustainable seems like the solution to me.

In this ideal system, what role would production and consumption play?

Well, a higher percentage than now. But, where did inventing new needs and 
having kilos of plastic things in drawers get us? I don’t know anyone who is 
happier because of that. Look for happy people, what do they have? A lot of 
plastic in the cabinets? Lots of stuff? No. They have a family that loves them, 
some friends, a job they like and that’s enough. Happiness comes from that.
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From your perspective, what does it mean to progress?

Well, progress is spiritual progress, progress that makes us happier. To understand 
that working together is better than fighting and to organize the world in a way that 
does not generate conflicting interests. We have to direct our imagination toward 
those things. That would be true progress. Progress is not to put up windmills in 
my village to produce more kilowatts. That is not progress, that is destruction.

Do you agree with those who argue that we are in the Anthropocene Era? 

Well, it makes sense geologically. That is, if the geological eras are named with 
Latin or Greek suffixes or prefixes, but by virtue of whether the climate was 
warmer or if there was more water, etc., then undoubtedly man’s ability to shape 
the planet has been so extreme from the industrial revolution to now that we are 
modifying many features so much that it can be seen from a satellite. Thus, the 
Anthropocene is a correct name for this geological period, until some meteorite 
comes to reset everything again, because it is the era in which human activities have 
left such an imprint on the planet that they are, perhaps, the most important.

Considering the multidimensional crisis we are going through and our current 
situation of widespread political apathy, what keeps you active personally?

The power that I have carried with me, which I sensed when I came to the 
village, and that literally came over me when I went into the forest. When we 
came by car, my father and mother would speak to me and I would not realize 
they were talking to me because, when we passed the port, I saw how green 
my land is, which contrasts very much with that of the areas before. All that was 
just intuition. I have been making it reality and conscious through my profession 
as a cattle rancher in a community that still functions adequately and similarly to 
how it always has been, which satisfies you in a social, psychological sense.

The Constellation of the Commons is a space open to good news. What good news 
can you share from Asturias Ganadera to expand this propositional horizon?

Anything is possible. I am very clumsy. I am truly the antithesis of a practical 
person. And yet, everything works out for me. Everything important. Therefore, 
believe in something that is free and is accessible to everyone. And fight for it. The 
fight itself is worth it. You are condemned to be happy. That’s all there is to it.
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Who are you both and where are we?

Óscar: I am Óscar Prada. I define myself as a naturalist. In reality, nature 
fascinates me and I try to contribute to understanding it, and to the 
furthest extent possible, to preserve and restore it with the human 
being as a fundamental piece. I am here in Villa, Caldueño, Llanes, 
Asturias. A wonderful place where my family lives, because in reality, 
since we met many years ago, we have been united in our outlook of 
the countryside and the role of the human being within it. And I am 
delighted to be here contributing however I can to this Constellation. 

Xuan: I am Xuan Valladares. I consider myself a part of the land. I am, I 
suppose, a cattle rancher by profession, a biologist by training and the 
truth is that I live the day according to what my body asks of me. I try to 
be useful to the community. I am moved by and believe in things that I 
cannot impose. Simply, I share what I think is appropriate by setting an 
example and that means having a life linked to agricultural productivity, and 
I have ties to a community and a territory that make it much easier because 
that is where the human dimension really fits. Basically, that’s who I am.

How was your bond with Asturias Sostenible born?

Xuan: It was what brought us together. I started the project when I 
returned to the village because I did a long urban parenthesis. Life took 
me to Madrid for 22 years to study. When I returned to my roots, I really 
rediscovered them, because you come with baggage, which includes an 
indoctrination that you have to take away to rediscover yourself. In that 
process of becoming a rancher, I found a series of needs that I naïvely 
believed that the world was going to have already contemplated, and 
that it was going to have mechanisms to fix everything. For example, if 
you had a problem with agricultural activity in professional terms, you 
thought that if you reported the problem to an agricultural union, it would 
be fixed. You thought that if you call an animal health veterinarian they 
would do what common sense dictates. Anyways, you thought naïvely 
because you were young. Then, I started to find a lot of problems with 
everything and there were no logistics to foresee them, to help you. 
So, I tried to do my part by starting to propose solutions. Interestingly, 
although I came from a mentality of the collective and the common, 
I was very shy and did not like associations. But well, the association 
was born from my own experience. There would be a problem with 
the relationship with the Administration, the unions would ignore me, 
so I had to solve that. This is how you invent an association of farmers 
where you start to join forces. You can’t sell at the right price, as you 
have an urban past that allows you to have many contacts, so you say: 
I’m going to sell the meat directly. And you start selling your animals to 
friends, families and you realize that you can sell them at a fair price. 
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Asturias Sostenible was born from this attempt to share what I had discovered 
could be the way to sell at a fair price and promote responsible consumption.

Óscar: Yes, I contacted Xuan and Asturias Sostenible, because then, we are talking 
about 2008 - 2007, I was working for the Félix Rodríguez de la Fuente Foundation 
in a project called Convergencia Rural Naturaleza. My task was to locate initiatives 
and subjects that responded to what Félix Rodríguez de la Fuente had told us. That 
is, the rural environment, nature, the landscape, the human being are all expressions 
of a whole. A natural park is not an exhibit. We are part of it. Then from the Félix 
Rodríguez de la Fuente Foundation, for my previous trajectory of also living in the 
rural environment and working in the conservation of nature, but always putting the 
human being as a fundamental agent, I located Xuan and immediately contacted 
him because he was already doing exactly what we are looking for, focusing also on 
the issue of consumption. We are heterotrophic, we do not feed directly from the 
air or the sun, we need to eat and the issue of food has many possibilities beyond 
production. It is a matter of enormous richness. The moment we got in touch, we 
saw that there are some very interesting possibilities for development that in a 
certain way have been carried out, and if not, they have been carried out by others, 
because all this is also quickly included in the Land Stewardship movement. And what 
happened when I got in touch with Asturias Sostenible is that I got in touch with this 
family, I got in touch with this land. From then on, we started to raise possibilities 
and give visibility to this initiative and, as far as possible, to cross it with others.

Óscar, can you explain to us what “land stewardship” means?

Óscar: Semantically, an owner, a holder, a user and a person in charge of a certain 
space, a territory, may be the steward of it, that is to say, taking care of it. Fortunately, 
this is quite widespread and on the other hand, something of pure logic. You have 
something, because you take care of it. So, he is the steward of his territory. However, 
not legally. Why? Because this figure of conservation was called this and is reflected 
in Law 42/2007 on biodiversity and natural heritage. This is reflected in the definition: 
Land stewardship is a set of legal techniques that involves users owning the territory 
with non-profit entities that have among their objectives the conservation, restoration, 
protection of those natural values in that specific territory. Then, the agreement 
between the two parties, the owner, the landlord, user of that space, and the 
conservation entity, for example, Foro Asturias Sostenible, the agreement between 
them, between these two atoms, that is what legally is understood as land stewardship. 

How is this stewardship and conservation tool related to Asturias Sostenible? 

Xuan: What links this tool with Asturias Sostenible is that Óscar proposed 
that this be the tool that links the producers of the network with a 
mechanism that is not official or institutional, nor has a label, nor is it an 
official mechanism. But it is a way of committing people to good uses. So 
with every producer who joined, there was one of these agreements.

Óscar: Of course, and that carries with it commitments that have an addition to 
what the regulations impose. Of course, it has to comply with the law, but it has 
a commitment to the conservation, restoration of biodiversity, landscape, cultural 
values and what it receives in return is that the organization contributes to the 
commercialization of its product, among other things, in a different way. Because 
we have access, due to our dynamics, and because we are part of a movement 
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that is beyond our scale, to consumers and to a growing sector of society that 
demands this type of commitment and these types of products carry with them 
these commitments. We saw that it was also very important to join other initiatives 
that, like us, were also focusing on the primary sector, as authentic generators 
of landscape and wealth; other partners focus on specific species, for example, 
bearded vultures, the brown bear, etc. They are fully aware that for these species 
to succeed they must involve the primary sector and the rural world. But their work 
dynamics and their strategy work in a different way. But, logically, our language is 
shared. And if it is not, we create a shared language. And it was quite easy, let’s 
say, even enriching, to create this network which at the same time was integrated 
and then integrated into another third level network that is the Forum of Networks 
and Stewardship Entities. It is important to be clear about what the Stewardship 
Platform is, a project of a public foundation, in which territorial networks are, such as 
the Transcantabrico, and what the Forum of Networks and Entities is; an organism 
that unites these territorial networks and that is sovereign because it does not 
depend on any institution. This Forum is what the movement has decided to build.

Óscar, you work for the Land Stewardship Platform which is a transversal project 
of the Biodiversity Foundation. Can you explain what this Platform consists of?

Óscar: The Biodiversity Foundation is a public foundation under the Ministry 
for Ecological Transition and Demographic Challenge. This foundation has a 
project called the Land Stewardship Platform that does what Law 42/2007 
already states. The Administration must promote this type of conservation tool, 
it must promote this way of working and it must do so at all levels. From the 
ministerial level, which is where our foundation is at the regional level, to the level 
of a neighborhood board and a city council. Then, the Biodiversity Foundation 
exercises that responsibility with the Stewardship Platform, the Territory. I 
have been working on it for about seven years. And I worked in it because I 
was already doing land stewardship and was already integrated in networks, 
creating them and so on. You mentioned the Transcantábrica Network and the 
Transcantábrica Network is really promoted by the Asturias Sostenible Forum. 

Who can be a land steward?

Óscar: The definition is what I just mentioned. It is molecular. The atomic does not 
work. That is, I with my land, am I guarding it? Yes, semantically, yes, but legally no. 
In order to be legally so, it must be that land of which I own in accordance with this 
other atom, which is a non-profit conservation organization, which can be a social 
cooperative, which has its salaries as well as the conservation organization. There 
are not many, but there are some. Between a non-profit organization and a landlord, 
there is an established bond, a voluntary agreement, for what? To conserve, to restore, 
to improve the biodiversity of the landscape. Then there is legal land stewardship. 

Of course, land stewardship is a tool of conservation included in the legislative deals 
with owners and landlords who have roles, with or without quotation marks. In fact, 
one of our fundamental lines of work is legal security, and one of the groups that 
participates in the land movement is the General Council of Notaries. All notaries in 
Spain have a council, they have a kind of college that groups them together. Of course, 
it is always specific people who lead the way and, in this particular case, a great friend, 
Federico Cabello, who proposed within the group of notaries that a land stewardship 
commission be created so that notaries can contribute to clarify that such agreements 
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could be carried out and that it did not have to bring added difficulties, uncertainties 
or distrust on the part of the landlords when a group of conservationists or ecologists, 
as we want to define them, approached to look for the possibility of working together. 
I have mentioned this case to stress that in the land stewardship movement the issue 
of legislation, to which we contribute, is strategically important. In fact, the movement 
worked and succeeded in drafting this law because there was receptivity from the 
political institutions and all this was included in this law and we continue to work there.

What real possibilities of success does the land stewardship tool have in a capitalist 
system that seeks to maximize profits with the purchase and sale of land?

Óscar: Spain is not a sovereign country and this is not talked about and not 
contemplated on a daily basis in conversations. One party says one thing and 
another party says another, but what difference does it make what one party 
says? Who has sold the patrimony? Who has sold sovereignty? Spain is not a 
sovereign country and few countries are. I believe Spain owes 134% of what 
they call GDP. That is, if Spain produces 100, it owes 134. The scale is debatable, 
but it indicates something. The question is to whom does Spain owe it? I 
would like to stress that the issue of land stewardship, within the constellation 
of conservation tools, is a small star, then the biggest star of the constellation 
is the regulatory capacity, the political decisions to establish major laws.

Because Law 42/2007 itself is one of many, and it mentions protected natural areas, 
protected species and many other articles. One of them is this conservation tool that 
has been used for a long time. It wasn’t named in any way, it was just common sense. 
It is about looking at the future together. It happens to me constantly, in the talks 
that I give about land stewardship, that the person says: wow, I didn’t know that I 
was doing land stewardship. And this happens because common sense emerges. It 
is an emerging property in human beings and we can see many examples of success 
in everyday life. They are partial, limited solutions that contribute modestly to the 
transformation. It’s like a donkey that, yes, can lead the way, carry full saddlebags, it 
may even be that you have more than one donkey, but don’t burden the donkey with 
all the needs of the system that need to change because it is not meant for that. The 
land stewardship tool is a tool with many possibilities, as has been demonstrated, 
but is also very limited as well. In the definition it is very important to add that it is a 
tool that is complementary to others, such as protected natural areas. And we can 
talk a lot about protected natural areas. Are they useful? Are they not useful? Well, I 
can enter into this debate, but perhaps I would not make clear my professional field 
of work, which has many limitations, many, but very interesting aspects. The most 
interesting thing, no doubt, is the people who work on it. The people who work on 
this dynamic. I cannot be pessimistic because I encounter people who are able to 
overcome pessimism and work together to build and create. And in the meantime, 
you surround yourself with people who enrich you. That’s why I’m here today.

Xuan: You have to keep churning out all kinds of ideas, but in the end we all converge 
on this: You can come from anywhere, but you always come to the issue of community.

The fact that there is a stewardship law in itself should be welcomed 
as excellent news for land stewardship. In your opinion, what makes 
it difficult for land stewardship agreements to increase?
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Óscar: That is certainly good news. In the Biodiversity Foundation, with the Stewardship 
Platform, one of the tasks we have been doing for 15 years is to make an inventory 
of stewardship initiatives where information is collected on the agreements and the 
entities that have them. The last inventory published in 2020 with data from 2019, 
speaks of more than 3,100 agreements, there are more for sure, but we are talking 
about 600,000 hectares with different degrees of intensity in the intervention in each 
of these cases. The limiting factor is undoubtedly the number of stewardship entities. 
In this inventory, there are less than 230, approximately. Of course, 230 of which 
practically 100 have an agreement and have no professional staff. That is to say, we 
are talking about someone who has partnered to say I want to preserve this lagoon or 
this singular tree or this territory. And they do and then they have an agreement. For 
me, these are very important agreements. Part of my job is to advise landowners and 
entities that call to see how to make those agreements. I give the same energy to big 
agreements as to the small ones, because they are all very important. But well, the lack 
of a stewardship entity is a limiting factor, but it is not easy to reach an agreement. 
Another thing is in a community connected to the land as described by Xuan, but 80% 
of the population in Spain lives in cities and does not have that connection. It can have 
it for a number of reasons, for different reasons of identification with a landscape, 
with a species, with a particular place, etc. But the fact is that agreeing to form an 
association or to do things is not a widespread practice. Unfortunately, it is not very 
widespread. I have been doing it my whole life, but I find that there are many people 
who have never done it. In fact, most people have never done it. But of course, to 
reach an agreement is to turn around and stand on the shoulders of someone else, of 
a third party who has a plot of land or is the owner and who has to agree with you to 
do something together. That makes it even more demanding. And I am sure that is one 
of the reasons why stewardship entities do not predominate, and do not proliferate.

What is the importance of territorial networks such as Asturias 
Sostenible in strengthening the land stewardship movement?

Óscar: These territorial networks have contributed to the existence of a third-level 
institution that brings together the second-level ones, which is the Forum of Networks 
and Stewardship Entities. This Forum of Networks and Entities has a national scope 
throughout Spain and is the interlocutor with the Ministry and, on more than one 
occasion, with Autonomous Communities because the Networks, except the Catalan 
one and a little in the Balearic Islands, do not have professional staff. So, those 
of us who are in these networks pull the cart when we can and the entities that 
do have personnel, dedicate part of their effort to the Network moving forward. 
Let’s just say that there is a long way to go for this network to be optimized.

Land stewardship is often associated with rural areas: Is there a land 
stewardship movement applied to the urban environment?

Óscar: It is interesting that you mention it because there is indeed a growing 
urban stewardship movement with the issue of urban gardens. In the Madrid 
Community Gardens Network, for example, a considerable part of these gardens 
have been formalized as stewardship agreements with the City Council and other 
institutions. Then, there are neighbors who decide to become a steward of a 
plot of land or their street to generate biodiversity. Sometimes they don’t want 
the City Council to constantly mow the grass because they want flowers and 
butterflies. So, they come to an agreement. They go to the mayor, explain the 
issue and work through it, which it is not essential to have a formal agreement 
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of land stewardship. There are many actions that are carried out without a 
formal land stewardship agreement. There are many stewardship possibilities, 
if there is a formal agreement it is wonderful, but that is not imperative.

Land stewardship is usually referred to in relation to the protection of 
natural resources. Should we include cultural resources in this exercise?

Óscar: Yes, yes, indeed, they intersect more than once. Of course, it is an emanation. 
It is an integral part. For example, in Segovia, the Laudato Si Foundation has an 
agreement with the Bishopric for the conservation, protection, and benefit of the 
biodiversity that nests in the buildings, because there are birds there. For example, 
in Segovia there is a colony of red-billed choughs that is unique in the world. In 
fact, the last International Chough Congress was held in Segovia because there are 
hundreds of pairs of this very interesting corvid, which is also a protected species. 
So, the Laudato Si Foundation asks the Bishopric to take into account the manual 
prepared by the Spanish Society of Ornithology when restoring its heritage, so 
that when restoring cultural assets, biodiversity is not only not harmed, but also 
encouraged. In these cases it is possible to have a stewardship agreement on elements 
such as a castle tower because it is full of life and could have even more life.

Returning to Asturias Sostenible, how do you think 
sustainable biodiversity is achieved?

Xuan: Asturias is sustainable regardless of whether what is there is sustainable or not, 
it promotes those management practices, those ways of producing and generating that 
are in a closed system that turns it into a kind of ecosystem. And I insist, we must be 
optimistic about the future. We must continue to fight. I do not want anything I say to 
weaken anyone’s desire to fight. Only the gods are obliged to succeed. We are humans, 
and fulfilling your obligation already makes you sleep peacefully. It is also the way to 
really change the world. And that’s how we make the world like that. One day Óscar 
told me: Do not try to convince, look for the convinced. And so you see what you can 
do to change the world because now, today, by connecting to those of us who feel this 
way, we are making a world that would not exist if we did not connect with each other. 

Óscar: It has its risks of inbreeding and so on, but logically, what you’re doing with 
the Constellation of the Commons, is what we’re doing with the Constellation. 

Xuan: Sure, you’re opening up. 

Óscar: Of course, of course. Because there are more and more of them. The surface 
in contact with society is greater. In addition, as the surface in contact is irregular 
because it is something organic; we are organic molecules, organic macromolecules 
and indeed that is the way. You talk about gods and really what we are living through 
in our society is a historical anomaly. Not having a transcendent and spiritual vision 
of existence is a strange thing. The fact is that this transcendent dimension of the 
human being is important. Just as the issue of community is essential, so is that of 
transcendence in time, that which they call spiritual because it is part of our reality. 

Xuan: I still don’t know of any community, on the scale in which we 
consider healthy, that doesn’t have a spiritual view of life.



#330/Asturias Sostenible
Constellation 

of the commons

Can you tell us what keeps your commitment and activity active? 

Óscar: It is not easy to answer. I try to listen to my heart. In fact, I practice reflection. 
I dedicate some time during the day to prayer as well. Not to ask but to resonate 
with something that goes beyond me because I know that it goes beyond me. And 
also to look for where I have to work to give the best of me. And what is giving my 
best? Well, something that enriches the people around me. Because that is what 
makes me happy. It gives me more quality of life. I am looking for my benefit.

Xuan: I am motivated by what I believe can contribute to a better world. That allows 
me to sleep super well. Regardless of what I achieve. And I do achieve things. 

The Constellation of the Commons is a space open to good news. What news 
can you share from Asturias Sostenible or from the Transcantabric Land 
Stewardship Network (RTCCE) to broaden this propositional horizøn?

Óscar: This land stewardship conservation tool has already been incorporated into 
society. We have already managed to prove that it is useful; it is almost becoming 
essential, I would say. There are already long-range strategies, such as the forestry 
strategy in Spain, which was proposed in the 2050 forecast, the restoration and 
ecological connectivity strategy, and the strategy against desertification. In all of them, 
land stewardship is already incorporated as a tool that can not be dispensed with and 
that must be promoted, because to achieve the objectives that these strategies seek, 
land stewardship is very valuable. This is the result of a job well done and also of a 
receptiveness by the technicians and politicians who have made decisions to include 
these types of measures into these regulations, into these strategies. This is good news.

Xuan: One piece of good news is that a sustainable world is possible and we 
are responsible for our small plot of land. Right now is a good moment in 
the sense that we have not yet been robbed of our land. We still have land 
and people who value this as a producer and also consumers who are eager 
to be able to connect with these ways of proceeding and make Asturias 
sustainable on the scale that we have. And nothing happens, with failures or 
successes, but the model is there and I think we can potentially replicate it.

Another piece of good news is that today David beat Goliath for the third 
consecutive time in a sort of alignment of the stars. We achieved, at the 
municipal level, a transversal municipal project of only people with the desire 
to serve the community and a triumph over the giant with a crushing economic 
empire behind it, financing political campaigns with a party of enormous power 
with links to the judiciary, the police, etc. It’s as if Villa de Caldueño, which 
is the team of the village here, played against Real Madrid at the Bernabéu 
and won the game and so that is some very good news for today.
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¿Quiénes sois y qué relación tenéis con Iniciativas Comunales?

Calixto: Yo soy Calixto Escariz. Soy abogado. Soy gallego, nací en Galicia, 
vivo y trabajo en Galicia y ahora estamos en Asturias. Tengo relación con 
Asturias y con la Coordinadora de Montes de Asturias porque les hemos 
dado asesoramiento jurídico y tenemos relación personal con Xuan, que 
está conmigo. Los dos formamos parte de Iniciativas Comunales, que es un 
proyecto conjunto para la recuperación de los vecinales, de los comunales 
y de la gobernanza comunitaria en lo que es el conjunto de España. 

Xuan: Soy Xuan Valladares, soy un activista rural comunero de este 
maravilloso valle de Caldueño. Ganadero de profesión, concejal 
circunstancial y biólogo de formación y soy presidente de Iniciativas 
Comunales estos dos años y secretario de la Coordinadora de Montes en 
Mano Común, que son los dos proyectos que me vinculan con Calixto. 

Calixto, tú eres licenciado en Derecho, diplomado en Ciencias 
Empresariales por la Universidad de Deusto y experto 
en derecho forestal, ¿nos puedes contar cómo llegas tú a 
trabajar en el área de montes vecinales en propiedad mano 
común? ¿Por qué te interesó esta área de trabajo?

Calixto: Realmente yo estudié Derecho y Ciencias Empresariales en la 
Universidad de Deusto, en Bilbao pero yo vuelvo a Vigo y en realidad 
empiezo a trabajar en el despacho de mi tío, que se dedicaba a los 
montes vecinales. En Galicia sí que hay mucha tradición, y sí que son 
motivo de litigio frecuente los conflictos de titularidad en relación a las 
comunidades de montes, con lo cual empiezo con eso. Es cierto que yo 
llevo muchos años llevando temas de montes vecinales. Yo me dedico 
al derecho público fundamentalmente, con lo cual es una parte de mi 
trabajo. Es decir, yo empiezo trabajando en eso, le cojo curiosidad y 
gusto, y además es verdad que nosotros llevamos asuntos y por tanto 
podemos vivir más o menos participando de los montes vecinales. 

Jurídicamente hablando, ¿qué es Iniciativas 
Comunales? ¿Cómo nace esta iniciativa?

Xuan: Pues, oficialmente es una Coordinadora. O sea, es una federación 
de asociaciones y de juntas vecinales. Bueno, Yo había hecho una tesis 
doctoral sobre el tema de la ecología humana, de las rutas trashumantes, 
de los movimientos de ganaderos y la trashumancia corta tradicional, que 
genera unos ecosistemas y bueno, ahí surgió el tema de quién eran esos 
montes donde se generaba esa actividad. Entonces, de soslayo, porque 
no era el centro de mi estudio, me interesó y recogí alguna información 
y Sergio Couto, que fue quizá la persona clave para que se gestara la 
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Iniciativa Comunales, me llamó un día porque encontró por algún lado mi tesis y 
hurgó en el aspecto que yo había tocado. Total, que tuvimos una cita porque él estaba 
haciendo su tesis y colateralmente le interesó la mía. Y a partir de ahí hubo una 
conexión comunitaria e inmediatamente después de terminar su tesis me llamó y me 
dijo: Oye, ¿qué tal si montamos este tinglado? A toda la gente que fue encontrando 
en el camino en esos años, nos reunió un día en Soria y lanzamos el proyecto. 

Históricamente hablando no siempre ha existido la idea de “propiedad” sobre 
la tierra, de hecho, previamente a la etapa moderna no se utilizaba el concepto 
de “propiedad” sino de “dominio”. Calixto, ¿puedes explicarnos qué realidades 
produce la aplicación del concepto de propiedad en los espacios abiertos?

Calixto: Realmente, en términos modernos y desde que Rousseau lo fundó 
tenemos el concepto de propiedad privada. Aunque es verdad que en 
términos históricos hay una cierta discusión. Entonces, a día de hoy, por 
empezar, desde lo más actual a lo más antiguo, el concepto de propiedad 
es inatacable, es quien tiene la titularidad, quien es el dueño de algo. 

Entonces, en realidad, en los espacios abiertos y en los diferentes ordenamientos 
jurídicos de cualquier tipo, tenemos montes de particulares, que son montes 
de propietarios particulares, que son fincas privadas que a su fallecimiento, en 
condiciones normales, les suceden sus herederos. Por lo tanto son las fincas o la casa 
que tenemos cada uno de nosotros. Luego tenemos montes comunales que son 
propiedades comunales que en realidad le pertenecen al Estado y cuya titularidad 
se atribuye a sus organismos o entes territoriales más pequeños. En el caso de 
España, a los Ayuntamientos o a las Entidades Locales Menores. El título por el cual 
la Administración inscribe estos montes a su nombre, dice que son de propiedad 
pública, es el aprovechamiento inmemorial de los vecinos. Por tanto, la titularidad 
o la propiedad pertenece a la Administración local, entidad local o Ayuntamiento, 
y el uso le pertenece al conjunto de los vecinos que normalmente lo aprovechan 
por usos y costumbres que están reguladas y actualizadas a día de hoy a través 
de ordenanzas. Estos son lo que llamamos a día de hoy bienes comunales. 

También tenemos bienes de dominio público, que básicamente son patrimonio que 
pertenece al Estado, que lo ha adquirido normalmente por compra o expropiación y 
que tienen un destino o un fin público, por ejemplo, un coche de bomberos, una casa 
consistorial o un terreno donde está un hospital o el hospital mismo. Y finalmente, 
en algunas zonas, aunque la ley lo ha reconocido con carácter general, tenemos 
propiedades vecinales que en realidad son propiedades de carácter privado colectivo y 
esta es la particularidad. Igual que las propiedades públicas, estas son inembargables, 
inalienables, imprescriptibles, no se pueden dividir y perduran de generación en 
generación y por lo tanto no se pueden vender, no se pueden transmitir. Pero esas 
propiedades en realidad pertenecen al pueblo, al conjunto de los vecinos con casa 
abierta. No pertenecen a la Administración del Estado. Ese es el modelo actual. 

Desde el punto de vista legal, en el conjunto del territorio español hay una ley que es la 
Ley de Bases de Régimen Local que determina las titularidades públicas. Lógicamente, 
también están el Código Civil y el resto de las leyes que establecen cuáles son las 
formas de propiedad privada y sus diferentes modos. Y luego tenemos una Ley 
de montes vecinales en mano común, la Ley 55/1980, que es de todo el conjunto 
del ordenamiento español y que básicamente viene a regularizar esa situación de 
las propiedades públicas colectivas. Por lo tanto, son tres situaciones diferentes. 
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Iniciativas Comunales es un proyecto que pelea por la titularidad vecinal de 
los montes comunales, ¿en qué sentido las personas que habitan un territorio 
disponen de propiedad sobre el aprovechamiento de ese territorio?

Calixto: Originariamente la situación era completamente diferente. Nosotros tenemos 
un modelo que viene impuesto por una normativa del Estado moderno. En el Estado 
antiguo realmente no era así. No había una definición tan clara. Había el concepto de 
propiedad privada que estuvo a partir de su concepción, pero realmente la mayoría de 
las propiedades tenían un carácter, vamos a llamarlo, semi público. En realidad había 
un modelo territorial en donde el Estado se suplía por señoríos y había unas tierras 
en donde realmente había una confusión respecto al concepto actual de propiedad. 
Había un dominio útil y un dominio directo. Había un señorío, por decirlo de una forma, 
que tenía un poder sobre esas tierras, pero que realmente su uso, aprovechamiento 
y prácticamente titularidad le correspondía a los pueblos, a las aldeas, a los vecinos. 

La parte antigua merece pararse con detalle, porque es más complicada de 
entender. De la parte actual otra cuestión será el riesgo que pueda o no suponer, 
eso ya es una opinión, que siga en manos públicas por el concepto de utilidad 
que pueda tener la Administración pública. Total que, a día de hoy tenemos que 
diferenciar desde el punto de vista jurídico cuatro formas de propiedad distintas: 1. 
la propiedad privada ordinaria, una propiedad que no se puede embargar, se sucede 
por herencia. Es la propiedad más habitual y la que todos conocemos mejor. 2. La 
propiedad pública, que puede ser de dominio público o de uso público, son bienes 
de dominio público. Antes también puede ser patrimonial, por lo tanto son bienes 
privados de administración, que también se pueden embargar porque son bienes 
privados y sirven para fines no públicos de la Administración. 3. Luego tenemos la 
propiedad comunal, que también es inembargable, invendibles, inalienable y que 
en realidad es para uso de los vecinos, por usos y costumbres, por ordenanzas. 
4. Y luego tenemos otra forma de propiedad que en el ordenamiento español 
está situada como una forma de propiedad privada que no es lo más habitual. 

En el ordenamiento portugués esta es una forma de propiedad diferenciada, son 
los montes vecinales, los baldíos portugueses. En España se incorporan como una 
forma de propiedad privada, ya digo que no es la tradición. Tradicionalmente no 
eran una forma de propiedad privada, sino una forma de propiedad colectiva, 
porque gozan de la característica de ser invendibles, inalienables y su dueño 
corresponde a los vecinos con casa abierta. Al fallecimiento de una personas ese 
bien deja de ser de su titularidad, desaparece su patrimonio y sus hijos si viven en 
el lugar de aprovechamiento del monte lo conservan, y si no viven se sustituyen por 
otros, esos otros pasan a ser dueños porque viven en el lugar de aprovechamiento 
del monte. Es una forma de propiedad que está directamente vinculada con el 
aprovechamiento, con el uso. Sólo los vecinos del lugar que tienen aprovechamiento 
son dueños y lo son en pleno dominio. Por tanto, si uno deja de vivir más de 
un año en un lugar, deja de ser dueño de ese monte y por tanto, a partir de ahí 
pierde esa propiedad. Ya no es suya, ya no forma parte de su patrimonio. 

¿Quiénes pueden disfrutar de esa forma de propiedad 
cuando se trata de montes comunales?

Calixto: La propiedad comunal como la propiedad vecinal de mano común son 
propiedades sin cuotas. Por tanto, yo no tengo un 3% y no puedo transmitir 
un 3%. Lo que tengo es una participación en el aprovechamiento colectivo 
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del monte sin cuotas y mientras viva en el lugar de aprovechamiento. Si Xuan, 
por ejemplo, que vive ahora aquí cerca de los montes comunales deja de 
estar aquí y se va a vivir a otro sitio, deja de ser dueño, pierde esa propiedad, 
no puede venderla, ni puede vender una cuota de participación, ni en su 
fallecimiento le suceden sus hijos si no viven aquí. Por tanto, deja de ser suya. 

En el caso de España y del conjunto de Europa, porque realmente es muy parecido, 
aunque España tiene una particularidad a raíz de los decretos de Reconquista, como 
Portugal. Si vamos a la forma del Antiguo Régimen, realmente nosotros teníamos, 
vamos a llamarlo, dos gérmenes de las actuales Administraciones públicas. Una 
era la villa que estaba circundada, tenía su territorio y tenía sus espacios públicos 
y otro era el mundo rural. El mundo rural en realidad funcionaba por un sistema 
de señoríos. Realmente el territorio estaba dividido en señoríos como hoy podría 
estar dividido en Ayuntamientos. El señorío en realidad no tenía una obsesión por 
el concepto de propiedad, porque en realidad el concepto de propiedad es propio 
del Estado moderno. Lo que había era una utilidad. En el caso de España había 
tanto señoríos religiosos como laicos. Por lo tanto, lo que había era una villa, una 
aldea, y a partir de ahí unos territorios, unos campos que normalmente eran fincas 
particulares, normalmente por acotamiento, y luego muchos montes, pastos, fuentes 
que, realmente, eran fundamentales en la vida antigua porque eran el combustible. 

A día de hoy disponemos de otros medios de vida, tenemos combustible, por tanto no 
necesitamos leña, etc, pero antes el modo de subsistencia fundamental era el ganado, 
que es extensivo y por lo tanto necesitaba territorio. Realmente, si tuviéramos que 
determinar a quién le pertenecía eso, la respuesta probablemente sería a los vecinos. 
De hecho, tenemos, tenemos litigios, pleitos del siglo 15, 16, 17, en donde los vecinos 
litigan. Si nosotros nos fuéramos a las fuentes documentales, ¿que tendríamos que 
decir? Pues que había una especie de dominio y que realmente no había una obsesión 
por saber quién era el propietario. Todos legaban a sus herederos, no había ningún 
problema, y tampoco estaba documentada esa propiedad, lo que nos demuestra 
que tampoco había una obsesión por tenerla como propiedad. Pero esos territorios 
en realidad tenían un doble dominio, un dominio útil, que era el de la gente que los 
aprovechaba y por lo tanto hacía utilidad de ellos, los disponía, los repartía, establecía 
sistemas de suertes y de aprovechamientos. Y luego había un señorío que realmente 
lo que hacía era cobrar. En realidad cobraba por una serie de servicios que son propios 
de la Administración pública a día de hoy, por ejemplo, la seguridad. Pero también 
es verdad que cuando se producía un acotamiento él cobraba por ese acotamiento, 
lo que nos vino a demostrar que, en cierta medida, tenía una cierta atribución de 
dominio, de titularidad. Porque si un particular por razones de su casa, porque nacía 
un hijo, necesitaba hacer una casa y necesitaba acotar un cacho de terreno, pagaba 
por una redención, por tanto pagaba una cantidad al señorío. Esto quiere decir que no 
había un concepto moderno de propiedad, no había un titular que estuviera inscrito 
en el registro, sino que había una convivencia de dos dominios, de dos utilidades, 
una inmediata sobre el territorio y otra de señorío, de poder. Porque realmente, 
los señores presumían de que todo ese territorio formaba parte de su dominio .

¿Qué ocurre? Es cierto que el Estado moderno básicamente lo que fue es premiando 
la transformación de esos dominios a favor del dominio útil. Es decir, en ese dominio 
dividido que es un dominio extraño en donde los dos competían por ser dueños, 
aunque realmente no competían porque competir serían términos modernos, cada 
uno tenía su utilidad, ni el señorío tenía interés en trabajarlo, ni los vecinos que 
aprovechaban el lugar tenían interés en tenerlo inscrito en ningún catastro ni en 
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ningún registro. Por tanto, no había una competencia como tal. Pero el Estado fue 
evolucionando a favor del dominio útil. De hecho, en España se aprueban primero 
decretos de liberalización en la época de Primo de Rivera, para que esos terrenos 
se pudieran redimir a favor del dominio útil. La ley de Montes en realidad es el 
gran decreto de redención foral. Lo que dice es que se acabó el dominio y todo 
pasa a ser propiedad del dominio útil. Por lo tanto, en realidad, esa convergencia 
de dominios finalmente concluye en una consolidación en el dominio útil. Todo 
esto con un proceso histórico muy complejo, porque hay 150 años en donde esas 
comunidades, esos pueblos, esas aldeas, no tienen capacidad legal para ser dueños. 
Entonces eso es lo que rompe todo el proceso. Pero en términos de titularidad, si 
olvidáramos el ordenamiento jurídico, ya digo, pasamos de un Antiguo Régimen 
en donde realmente había una división clara de utilidades y las dos consolidan un 
dominio pleno, a una etapa en donde desaparece la capacidad legal. El Estado 
realmente se hace poderoso a partir de 1812 en España y empieza a incorporar 
todos los bienes a su patrimonio. Entendían que era una especie de tierra de nadie, 
de res nullius, y por tanto la incorpora a su patrimonio por aprovechamiento de 
los vecinos y finalmente una ley que reconoce esa etapa histórica y que reconoce 
el carácter indivisible, inalienable y, por tanto, que vuelve a reconocer la titularidad 
de esos montes sobre el dominio útil, que era su verdadero titular. Es cierto que es 
más fácil establecerlo cronológicamente, pero esa es la evolución de la propiedad. 

¿Qué leyes o documentos legales amparan la etapa de cercamientos y 
de privatizaciones de comunales en el contexto español? ¿Ha habido 
paralelamente un proceso legal reivindicativo de los territorios cercados?

Calixto: Realmente, en España en el Antiguo Régimen, este tipo de propiedades 
eran completamente indocumentadas. Es decir, realmente no tenemos un título de 
propiedad de los territorios comunales o de los baldíos. Hay unos documentos de 
señorío y conocemos de su existencia a través de fuentes históricas tangenciales. Es 
decir, nosotros tenemos el primer catastro que se hizo en España, que es el famoso 
Catastro de Ensenada, que en realidad se hace con fines recaudatorios, aunque 
nunca llegó a recabar y que tiene un libro que es el Monumentos del común y que 
básicamente lo que establece es la pertenencia y el aprovechamiento de estos 
montes. Entonces, sabemos de su existencia porque ese documento nos reconoce 
la existencia de los montes. Segundo, sabemos de la existencia de los montes 
porque hay numerosos litigios. Es decir, las comunidades litigaban por sus límites, 
por sus aprovechamientos, por invasiones y en los tribunales, estamos hablando 
tribunales muy precarios, itinerantes que todos ellos acaban en la Chancillería de 
Valladolid, realmente esos litigios se resolvían como titulares de los montes. 

¿Cuál es el proceso histórico que se da? Es decir, una vez que ese régimen, por decirlo 
de alguna forma, que esos montes, entre comillas, se regían bajo usos y costumbres 
prácticamente, y el Antiguo Régimen se va quebrando porque el señorío va muriendo, 
va extinguiéndose y sustituyéndose en el proceso moderno por la burguesía, se 
crea un Estado liberal que impone unas leyes muy rígidas, El Estado liberal en 
España básicamente imitó un modelo muy simple de normativa y sólo fue capaz de 
reconocer la propiedad privada y la propiedad pública, y ahí no encontró espacio 
para reconocer estas propiedades colectivas. En ese vacío decidió que había que 
entender esto como una propiedad pública que pertenecía al conjunto del Estado. 

Hay un documento que es muy significativo en España, que es un documento 
simpático por lo que tiene de clarificador de la situación y que se da mucho en Galicia 
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y también se da muchísimo en Asturias. Y bueno, en el conjunto de España. Cuando se 
crea el Decreto de Nueva Planta y si se crean los estamentos, el Estado lógicamente lo 
primero que viene a crear es un orden, una organización y un modelo armonizado para 
todo el territorio. Crea los Ayuntamientos y crea el Decreto de Nueva Planta y a partir 
de ahí le dice a los Ayuntamientos: señores, formen ustedes inventario de sus bienes. 
Bueno, pues los Ayuntamientos le contestan diciendo: tenemos la Casa Consistorial, 
no tenemos más. Les dicen: pero, ¿cómo no tienen?, pero si ahí hay un montón de 
montes. Los Ayuntamientos contestan: No son nuestros, esos son de las parroquias o 
de las aldeas. A lo que el Estado contesta: Olvídense. Ni a las parroquias, ni a las aldeas 
la ley les reconoce capacidad para ser dueños de nada, por lo tanto incluirlos como 
sus inventarios si no son propiedades particulares. Y a partir de ahí, poco a poco, las 
Administraciones van incorporando en sus inventarios como de titularidad públicas, 
montes, etcétera. Pero esa intervención que se hace a partir de 1830 ni siquiera es real.

Las Administraciones no se atrevían públicamente a decir que esos territorios eran 
suyos, porque ellos reconocían que eran de las aldeas, de los pueblos. El Estado se 
hace fuerte, va engordando. En 1830 el Estado todavía era blanco, débil, incapaz. El 
Antiguo Régimen peleaba y se encuentra con un periodo que es la Desamortización. 
Desamortizaciones tenemos cada poco pero a ese período se le conoce como 
Desamortización. Pues en ese momento el Estado decide que tiene que hacer dinero 
y para hacer dinero necesita vender los bienes y a partir de ahí decide que hay que 
vender los bienes de la Iglesia. Estamos en un momento de confrontación. Y también 
tiene que vender los bienes en manos muertas, los bienes inútiles, los estériles, los 
que no valen nada. A partir de 1870 se inicia el proceso de Desamortización. Por 
tanto, estos montes, en la mayoría de los casos se catalogan como montes inútiles 
porque no dan rendimiento y a partir de ese momento se sacan a subasta pública. 

Dos matices que son importantes. El primero, en términos de utilidad, es un 
dato que yo creo que desde el punto vista económico es muy interesante. 
Se tachan como montes inútiles porque no pasan por una economía que 
los contabiliza, pero daban vida y subsistencia al 92% de la población. Por 
tanto, fíjate al final las herramientas económicas qué primarias eran en aquel 
momento cuando el aparato del Estado determina que son inútiles porque 
no producen renta o merced. Estaban olvidando algo clave y es que de ese 
territorio estaba viviendo el 92% de la población. Por lo tanto, hay una miopía 
completa en relación al valor económico de esos territorios. El segundo matiz es 
que los saca a subasta como inútiles y ahí se produce una subasta pública. 

¿Qué ocurre en aquellos territorios más rurales y sobre todo, donde el Antiguo 
Régimen tenía poder? En Galicia, por ejemplo, la Iglesia y la nobleza tenían muchísimo 
poder, pues que los pueblos se ponen en guerra. Van a la Diputación y a partir de 
ahí estas no son capaces de sacarlos a subasta. Entonces, tenemos un proceso 
histórico que se da en Galicia, en Asturias y en otras zonas de España, aunque fue 
más dificultoso, pero se dio en algunos casos, en el que las Diputaciones no tienen 
fuerza suficiente todavía en 1880 para doblegar a los pueblos y tienen que hacer 
un documento trampa sobre su propia normativa, que es el Acta posesoria y la 
excepción de ventas, ¿qué es? Pues se hace un acta diciendo que comparecen los 
vecinos del lugar y dicen que el monte es de su pertenencia, de su titularidad y por 
tanto, habiéndose cometido un error, reconociéndolo como de titularidad pública, se 
procede a no sacarlo a subasta. Esas excepciones de venta en realidad son el fracaso 
absoluto del sistema moderno. Es decir, después de haberlo dicho yo por ley y no 
habiendo una ley que reconozca esa titularidad, yo no lo puedo subastar porque los 
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pueblos me lo impiden. Pero además de eso, en algunos casos excepcionales, en 
donde los Ayuntamientos o las Diputaciones no apoyaron eso, los alcaldes salieron 
tirados por la ventana. Estamos hablando de fuerza física. Realmente la Diputación 
de Pontevedra fue tomada por la fuerza para tramitar las excepciones de venta y no 
hubo ningún territorio en Pontevedra que no exceptuara de ventas sus montes. Por 
tanto, siguieron siendo de titularidad, es cierto que la fuerza bruta la ponía el pueblo, 
la fuerza sutil la seguía poniendo la Iglesia y el Antiguo Régimen, no nos engañemos. 
Eran los que tenían el valor en esa sociedad de enfrentarse a ese poder emergente. 
Esos montes, por tanto, siguen sin ser, en la mayoría de los casos, subastados. 

¿Qué ocurre en otras partes de España donde no hay ese apoyo de la Iglesia o del 
Antiguo Régimen que eran la fuerza necesaria? ¿Qué hacen los vecinos? Acuden 
a las subastas y ponen un poco de dinero para entre todos poder comprarlos. 
De ahí tenemos dos formas de propiedad distintas. En la zona de Aragón vemos 
los montes de socios, porque compran en cuotas desiguales. No todo el mundo 
puso la misma cantidad. Y en otras zonas están los montes de varas, los montes 
abertales. Por tanto, sí se produce una desamortización, curiosamente los compran 
los vecinos de los pueblos. Y cuando los compran, lo hacen en régimen común, o sea, 
poniendo todo el mundo lo que pueda pero sin diferenciar la cantidad que ponen 
y siguen siendo montes vecinales. Cuando ponen cuotas desiguales y lo consignan 
expresamente estamos ante una forma de propiedad distinta. Son montes indivisos, 
pero por sí mismos de cuotas desiguales, de participaciones desiguales. Y ya no 
estamos ante una titularidad de los vecinos del lugar, sino de los herederos de 
esos antiguos dueños. Bueno, el proceso histórico es, como siempre, un péndulo. 

En 1870 esos montes estaban en manos muertas y en 1890 el Estado decide que tiene 
la mayor fortuna del mundo y decide crear el Catálogo de Utilidad Pública, o sea, 30 
años después de sacarlos a subasta, porque no valían para nada y de que la mayoría 
de los montes no fueran subastados por el poder de los pueblos, pues el Estado se da 
cuenta de que tiene la gran riqueza y que hay que cubrir España de madera, porque 
eso va a ser la gran riqueza del siglo 19. Y sorprendentemente, empieza a incorporar 
esos montes a los catálogos de utilidad pública o a los catálogos de libre disposición. 

En realidad, todo ese proceso de consorcio pretendía doblegar el poder de los 
pueblos, esa era la realidad. La realidad, es decir que yo no he sido capaz ni voy 
a ser capaz nunca de echar a los vecinos de los montes porque realmente ellos 
siguen estando allí y siguen haciendo aprovechamiento de todo, fundamentalmente 
con fines energéticos. Y como no son capaces de expulsarlos de esos territorios, 
deciden darle la vuelta y decir: No, mira, a partir de ahora ese es mi mejor 
potencial y voy a plantar. Claro, la plantación era incompatible con terrenos que 
eran silvopastorales eran para la agricultura y eran para la ganadería y eran 
para el pastoreo fundamentalmente. Y crean un monstruo, aunque hubo varias, 
esta fue la primera gran empresa pública civil que es plantar los montes. 

Eso es la creación a partir de 1890 del catálogo de Montes de Utilidad Pública y la 
incorporación a través del sistema de convenios de esos montes. ¿Qué dicen a los 
Ayuntamientos? Mira, cédeme el monte para que yo lo gestione. Y el Ayuntamiento 
dice: Yo lo que no quiero es tener problemas con los vecinos. Respuesta: Tú no te 
preocupes que yo tengo fuerza. Yo ahora tengo guardas forestales y tengo fuerza 
militar. La gente que va a defender estos montes va a ir armada y por lo tanto 
vamos a tener el poder de imponernos. Y así es como a partir de 1890 se van 
incorporando esos montes de utilidad pública. Progresivamente, se va eliminando 
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y expulsando a la gente de los aprovechamientos tradicionales y se van plantando 
esos montes. A ver, se ve con perspectiva. A día de hoy, cuando vemos un monte 
plantado, vemos una riqueza, pero es dramática desde el punto de vista social. 

Hay una anécdota que es muy significativa. Hay dos pueblos que estaban colindantes 
en Galicia, los dos más o menos, tenían la misma población y riqueza. En unos de ellos 
la Administración fue capaz de plantar por la fuerza, de hecho apresó a gente y todo 
y en otro pueblo no pude hacerlo. Pues en el pueblo donde plantaron pasaron de 500 
habitantes a 30. En el pueblo donde no plantaron mantuvieron los 500 habitantes. 
Por lo tanto, buena parte del proceso de inmigración, de emigración que se da, tiene 
que ver con el problema de expulsión de la tierra en Galicia. En Asturias la gente vivía 
básicamente del ganado y de la huerta. En la medida en que no podía tener ganado y 
que no tenía combustibles, por lo tanto no tenían energía, la gente tuvo que escapar. 

Ese proceso de la creación de lo que es el patrimonio forestal del Estado, que son 
los famosos forestales, es un proceso que es semi militar, porque realmente lo que 
se decide es crear forestales armados para que puedan imponer la fuerza sobre 
las poblaciones locales. En realidad, lo que hace es eliminar territorios en algunas 
zonas con menos fuerza. En Navarra fue terrible y crean unos conflictos y unas 
tensiones sociales terribles. Por tanto, no es que se hubieran dado cuenta de que 
esos territorios en realidad tenían un potencial de valor forestal importante, sino que 
de lo que se dan cuenta es de que hay que eliminar de esos territorios a la población 
porque es subversiva. Para que nos hagamos una idea, me voy a datos económicos, 
no es mi especialidad, pero yo creo que es significativo. El empobrecimiento que 
generó la transformación de esos cultivos agrícolas en rústicos, en realidad tiene 
mucho que ver con la migración española. Es verdad que la economía rural era 
una economía de subsistencia, pero ese aprovechamiento forestal impidió que 
donde vivían 20 personas sólo pudiera vivir una. Es decir, el rendimiento forestal 
era de 20 a uno. Por tanto, esas zonas que pasaron de tener ganadería, de tener 
agricultura, de tener campos a tener bosques, por cada 20 casas solo podía subsistir 
una. Entonces, la gente tenía que emigrar, tenía que marchar, y eso coincide con el 
proceso también de llamada de otras zonas de Europa, de América, con muchas 
más circunstancias, pero sin duda está en la base de esas circunstancias. 

Por enlazarnos más o menos estamos ya en los años cuando se crea el patrimonio 
forestal en 1900 y a partir de ahí se producen tres grandes planes forestales ligados 
primero al pino y luego al eucalipto. El eucalipto, además, tiene la anécdota de que 
se hizo por el aislamiento de España y la necesidad de la celulosa para hacer papel. 
Y la obsesión también que tenía el Estado franquista de tener papel. Y los planes 
del Pino básicamente fueron eso. El plan del Pino en realidad se editó como un plan 
estratégico para generar una fuerza maderera enorme, pero realmente la estrategia 
subyacente era eliminar y expulsar a las poblaciones del territorio. Estamos hablando 
de una parte muy importante del territorio en algunas zonas de España; ya digo, 
estamos hablando más de la zona norte, porque España está muy condicionada 
por el proceso de la Reconquista. La zona sur funciona en una clave diferente o 
en parte en una clave diferente. Realmente esos planes de plantación tenían un 
objetivo fundamental, que era recuperar la propiedad directa del Estado sobre el 
territorio y expulsar ese aprovechamiento, esa propiedad y ese uso por parte de 
los vecinos. Desde el punto de vista económico, fue una verdadera catástrofe. Es 
decir, la economía rural de subsistencia que había en aquel momento, el campo 
y el ganado permitían vivir a 20 casas donde el aprovechamiento maderero 
solamente permitía vivir a una. Como digo, realmente se hizo un empobrecimiento 
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terrible, enorme desde el punto de vista del mundo rural, que en realidad es un 
empobrecimiento rural que se ha venido prolongando y agonizando en el tiempo. 

Todo esto nos lleva a una etapa que son los años 70, 60, muy convulsa, donde 
hay un plan de plantación muy severo. Hay una obsesión por plantar el eucalipto 
por unas circunstancias de aislamiento económico muy importantes y a partir de 
ahí yo os voy a contar casi la anécdota que da lugar a la transformación legal. 
Recordad que desde 1812 no había un reconocimiento legal de las comunidades 
como titulares de los bienes. El reconocimiento legal último viene del siglo 
15, de las Partidas que decían que los montes pertenecían a los pueblos. 

¿Qué pasa en 1870? Pues que la Administración forestal entra con toda la fuerza en 
Galicia, fundamentalmente, en Asturias, a plantar en aquellos terrenos que no habían 
sido objeto de plantación y no son capaces. Ya eran zonas en donde realmente había 
100 años de tradición ganadera y no son capaces. Entonces el ministro del Ramo, 
segundo de Gobernación, dice: vamos a ver qué podemos hacer, porque estos nos 
asaltan, nos rompen los coches, nos destrozan y lo que plantamos nos lo cortan al día 
siguiente o nos prenden fuego. No somos capaces de alterar ese orden y la inversión 
es enorme y no somos capaces de plantar. No, no somos capaces. Entonces, el ministro 
del Ramo en aquel momento manda un ingeniero jefe y le dice: tú ponte en contacto 
con esos aldeanos y a ver qué es lo que quieren. Entonces le dicen: No, nosotros no 
tenemos ningún problema con el convenio, pero nosotros somos los propietarios y 
queremos que nos reconozcáis como propietarios. Y esa parte que le estáis pagando 
al Ayuntamiento nos la tenéis que pagar a nosotros porque somos los propietarios, 
sea el cinco o sea el diez, pero nosotros queremos el reconocimiento legal de esa 
forma de propiedad. Este ingeniero se lo traslada a la autoridad correspondiente. 

Yo esta anécdota la sabía hasta hace poco de los libros pero tuve la casualidad 
coincidir en una convención con un ingeniero ya muy mayor que había sido adjunto 
al ingeniero jefe y la conocía como experiencia personal. Entonces, este señor se 
lo plantea al Ministro y le dice: Mire, parece ser que habrá que reconocerles que 
son titulares y ellos se comprometen a mantener los convenios para que haya paz 
social y que podamos plantar porque no somos capaces de avanzar. El fracaso es 
estrepitoso. Bueno, pues a este hombre no se le ocurre mejor idea que hablar con 
el ministro de Gobernación, a la sazón mano derecha de Franco, que era un hombre 
que tampoco nos creamos que era un germen de defensa de las libertades. Y le 
dice: Mire, es que tenemos que reconocer la propiedad de la tierra al pueblo. Yo 
imagino que esta conversación tuvo que ser simpatiquísima. Pero todo eso prosperó 
y lo cierto es que se aprobó una primera ley en donde hay un reconocimiento 
histórico, pero prosperó también porque se dio la casualidad de que había dos 
catedráticos de Derecho que realmente habían bebido de ese concepto antiguo 
de la propiedad, y se reconoció de forma muy limitada la propiedad de los montes 
a favor de esas comunidades. Lo que no se sabía es que se estaba abriendo un 
melón en la medida en que a las comunidades rurales, a las parroquias, a las aldeas, 
a las pedanías, se les dotaba de capacidad legal, podían volver a ser titulares de 
sus bienes en la medida en que se recuperara que esos montes eran inalienables, 
indivisibles e invariables, se estaba dándoles la posibilidad de recuperar esos montes. 

Ese proceso, que se genera en los años 70, es por primera vez Ley en el año 83. 
Se reconoce por primera vez la propiedad y la capacidad legal de los pueblos 
para ser titulares de los montes. En realidad debería haber llevado a un proceso 
de evolución y sin embargo lo ha hecho solo en algunas zonas en Galicia, 
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puntualmente en Asturias, en algunas zonas de Zamora, en algunas zonas de 
Castilla-León. Lo que sorprende es por qué la ley, reconociendo ese derecho, no se 
ha dado. Pues porque realmente esos 150 o 180 años en donde las comunidades 
no hicieron uso y disfrute de aprovechamiento de sus bienes, en realidad ese 
tiempo hizo que muchas de esas comunidades ya no tuvieran memoria viva del 
recuerdo de esa gestión. Entonces, recuperar ese proceso de recuperación no fue 
explosivo y a partir de los años 70 gente muy eminente como Eduardo García 
Enterría o Nieto dijeron que en realidad ese proceso había que darlo a conocer, 
difundirlo, incluso generar dentro de las comunidades los recuerdos necesarios 
para recuperarlos. Pero nada de eso se hizo. No hubo esfuerzo por parte de la 
Administración, pero tampoco las comunidades tuvieron la necesidad de demandar 
ese reconocimiento de titularidad. Por tanto, lo que nos vienen a demostrar esos 
150 años es que cuatro generaciones pierden la memoria de un proceso histórico. 

¿Existe hoy un movimiento reivindicativo de tierras comunales?

Calixto: A día de hoy, allí donde hay un germen, el caso de Asturias, por ejemplo, 
de recuperación vemos que la Administración lo que viene es a confrontar. Viene 
a decir que la gestión pública es mucho más eficiente, que es mejor, que se tienen 
más medios, gente más cualificada frente a la posición del aprovechamiento 
tradicional. A día de hoy, habiendo base legal para el reconocimiento porque está 
reconocida legalmente la capacidad de las comunidades para ser dueñas de sus 
bienes, y habiéndose reconocido que esa propiedad es indivisible, inalienable, etc., 
en realidad, el proceso que está dando ahora es un proceso en donde la mayoría 
de comunidades no están empoderadas, no se creen capaces, ni tienen memoria 
ni recuerdo para recuperar eso. Por suerte hay actividades ligadas al mundo rural, 
como la ganadería, donde todavía subsiste parte de ese recuerdo, de ese vínculo 
directo y que son las que en algunos casos están propiciando el aprovechamiento. 

Xuan: Imagínate cuando me contó todo esto a mí, el mundo que se me abrió. 
Habíamos conseguido una asociación que se llamaba FAPAS (Fondo Asturiano para 
la Protección del Mundo Salvaje) y yo mismo colaborando en este proyecto, logramos 
que unos montes del concejo de Llanes fueran repoblados con castaños pero de una 
manera organizada de abajo a arriba, porque nosotros sabemos que esa propiedad 
privada, colectiva es nuestra. Nosotros que tenemos pueblo, sabemos que el monte 
es nuestro, no sabemos ni la figura ni desde cuándo, desde antes de los romanos. 
Realmente hay ese vínculo de la gente con el territorio. Está claro que hay una 
continuidad, va por ahí. Total, que conseguimos organizar de abajo a arriba. Todos 
los vecinos, sin excepción, estaban de acuerdo. Los ganaderos dijeron en qué zonas 
el pasto era peor y era adecuado plantar los castaños. El cabrero se comprometía 
a echar las cabras de una manera en un circuito que no castigara la plantación. 

Todo era maravilloso. Conseguimos financiación europea. Al Principado no le iba a 
costar nada. Entonces, como era un titular de titularidad municipal, pues fuimos a 
plantearlo al Ayuntamiento. El Ayuntamiento nos dice que hay un consorcio con el 
Principado y que aunque somos los titulares, no tenemos la última palabra. Vamos al 
Principado a hablar y ahí es donde el señor Ferreras nos dice cuando le exponemos 
el proyecto y atención a la frase porque esa no se me va a olvidar nunca: “¿quiénes 
son los vecinos para decidir lo que se hace en el monte?” Tiene que haber una 
solución para esta frase lapidaria y repugnante que me afectó profundamente. Estaba 
pensando y pensando qué diablos se podía hacer y me topo con este señor. Imagínate.
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¿De qué formas las personas habitantes de un territorio han ido perdiendo el 
aprovechamiento de montes de utilidad pública y terrenos comunales?

Calixto: Es decir, cuando tú la titularidad la sustentas en el aprovechamiento, si tú eres 
capaz de suspender ese aprovechamiento por dos o tres generaciones, tú eliminas el 
recuerdo de la propiedad y posiblemente eliminas incluso el ansia de ser propietario. Te 
voy a dar un ejemplo histórico. En el Antiguo Régimen en realidad había monte. Pero 
cuando se quiso hacer la Armada Invencible, el Reino decidió acotar unos terrenos 
que son las famosas dehesas reales. Ese territorio a partir de entonces le pertenece al 
rey y se va a llamar Dehesa real. Son nombres que todavía a día de hoy, perviven en la 
toponimia del 90% de nuestros pueblos. En ese territorio se plantaba bajo indicación 
del Rey y además todo ello lo tenemos documentado porque tenemos libros de visitas 
que llevaba el visitador del Rey. La mitad de esas dehesas quedaron en el fondo del 
mar, porque nos derrotó la Armada Invencible. Pero bueno, independientemente 
de eso, vamos al proceso histórico, ¿qué ocurre cuando llega el proceso de 
desamortización? Cuando llega la desamortización habían pasado ya 150 años. ¿Qué 
pasa con los vecinos cuando se pelean apoyados en el Antiguo Régimen para que no 
salgan a subasta los bienes comunales? ¿Sus bienes incluyen a las dehesas reales? 
Pues no, porque se habían olvidado de ellas. Ya habían perdido el aprovechamiento. 

La mayoría de las dehesas reales a día de hoy son fincas particulares. Salieron a 
subasta. Por lo tanto, hay una máxima que perdura en el tiempo en el estado medio y 
en el estado moderno y es que cuando el título es colectivo y el aprovechamiento es 
de un conjunto de vecinos, si tú no eres capaz de procurar dos o tres generaciones, 
se olvida, no quedan resortes sociales ni quedan dinámicas que permitan 
conservarlo. En el ejemplo que te digo, estamos hablando de una sociedad muy 
empobrecida, el territorio era muy escaso y las necesidades eran enormes. 

No nos engañemos, los pueblos, las aldeas en 1860 tenían muchísima necesidad de 
territorio y cuando van a las diputaciones, doblan a las diputaciones. La Diputación de 
Orense claudicó directamente, hubiera exceptuado de venta todo lo que le hubieran 
puesto encima de la mesa. Pero se olvidaron de las dehesas que eran un 10% o un 
15% del territorio del comunal. Y se olvidaron porque ya no lo percibían como suyo, 
porque llevaban 150 años sin gestionarlo. Es más, cuando en las dehesas no había puja, 
se devolvían y se reintegraban en el monte, lo gestionaban los Ayuntamientos porque 
los vecinos ya habían perdido como uso y costumbre el aprovechamiento. Ese proceso, 
en realidad, es un poco los procesos que se vivieron fuera. Por eso es tan importante 
generar 100 años. Y por eso en realidad fue una metedura de pata desde el punto de 
vista del Estado, devolver la titularidad, porque en algunas zonas del territorio todavía 
se conservaba ese vínculo. Estamos hablando de muchas zonas y todavía había vínculo, 
todavía había comunidades, había recuerdo y memoria viva en las comunidades 
locales. En Asturias todavía tienes comunidades muy vivas que se sienten dueñas 
del territorio. A día de hoy, dotarles de capacidad legal es claramente conseguir que 
esas comunidades vayan a ser dueñas de sus territorios. Si tú, dos generaciones, les 
haces perder completamente ese vínculo porque lo llenas de parques fotovoltaicos 
y parques eólicos y no les recuerdas eso, en dos generaciones han perdido 
completamente cualquier expectativa, cualquier ilusión de recuperar la propiedad. 

Xuan: Claro, estamos en el último momento adecuado, donde hay 
todavía resortes y memoria para sentirlo tú y yo. Si no hacemos 
ahora esto, mis hijos ya no podrían haber continuado. 
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Calixto: Y realmente en el Estado moderno se está haciendo algo parecido, más 
sutil, más fino. En el resto de España tenemos comunales. En realidad son una 
forma pública que no debería tener ningún problema. Antes lo comentabas, las 
Entidades Locales Menores a través de la fórmula del Concejo o los Ayuntamientos 
mismos, a través de fórmulas más o menos participativas están manteniendo 
los usos y costumbres sobre los comunales. Donde no entró el monte de utilidad 
pública, damos por perdido el 50%, quedan los comunales. ¿Qué está pasando en 
los comunales a día de hoy? ¿Qué hacen los Ayuntamientos? Desafectar. Desafectan 
el suelo para cederlo para parques eólicos. ¿Cuál es el objetivo? Evidentemente, 
obtener rentas. ¿Cuál va a ser el resultado en dos generaciones? Desaparece el 
anhelo de los usos y aprovechamientos tradicionales. Siempre es la misma situación. 
Las titularidades que se sostienen en el aprovechamiento no viven más allá de dos 
generaciones sin el uso. Por tanto, si el Estado tiene el poder de eliminar ese uso y 
esa costumbre durante dos generaciones o tres generaciones, ha ganado la batalla. 

Parece que el cercamiento capitalista de montes de utilidad pública y de tierras 
comunales se viene justificando con el objetivo de generar progreso y crecimiento 
económico. ¿Qué opinión te merece esta asociación? ¿No son estas formas de 
cercamiento capitalista sinónimo de vaciamiento y empobrecimiento?

Calixto: Yo no soy economista pero creo que los economistas son en buena parte 
culpables, lo digo con todo el cariño del mundo. No tienen todavía técnicas ni 
herramientas para medir bien la riqueza social y por eso las técnicas que tenemos 
son muy limitadas. A partir de ahí, en el mundo rural tenemos un problema y es 
que los datos económicos nos demuestran, según las técnicas de medición que 
tenemos, que para mí son precarias, insuficientes, que el rendimiento económico 
en los sectores primarios se obtiene en grandes explotaciones gestionadas 
de manera privada y normalmente con grandes inversiones de capital. 

Si partimos de esa ecuación, tenemos que resolverlo todo bajo esa ecuación. Y la 
solución es muy sencilla. Los territorios más vastos son los comunales porque son 
los más extensos, por tanto, los potencialmente más idóneos por ser territorios 
grandes. Segundo, tenemos que buscar una gestión individualizada y, básicamente, 
en un Estado liberal con el objetivo de que una persona individual inyectando 
dinero obtenga el máximo rendimiento. ¿Qué tenemos que hacer para lograr esto? 
Afectarlo. Es fácil. Es lo que se está haciendo. Yo me cojo un comunal y de repente 
invito a todo el mundo a que haga un parque fotovoltaico, un parque eólico, un 
rendimiento individual. Evidentemente eso escapa al control. Yo saco un concurso, si 
soy muy decente, y le digo a la comunidad local: miren, ¿ustedes quieren hacer un 
parque eólico que cuesta 200 millones o se lo dejamos a Iberdrola o a Endesa? 

Evidentemente, lo va a querer hacer Iberdrola. No hay otra alternativa. Ya está, 
se ha eliminado. Yo sigo creyendo que antes y ahora tenemos un problema de 
medir. Es decir, el problema es qué genera más riqueza. A ver, contabilizamos 
más ingresos a través de ese sistema. Yo no lo discuto, pero es que ese mismo 
problema lo teníamos cuando cuando fuimos a los planes de plantación. Sin 
duda, en la parte contable y en la de ingresos reales es verdad que ese parque 
va a generar más rendimientos que un conjunto de vecinos, pero eso se piensa 
porque no se está contabilizando la riqueza social, no hay una técnica correcta 
de contabilidad. Vuelvo al ejemplo anterior, en el mundo rural, donde viven 20 
personas de la agricultura, vive una del sector forestal, pero contablemente, 
curiosamente el sector forestal es más rentable y ¿por qué va a ser más rentable?, 



#344/Iniciativas Comunales
Constelación 

de los Comunes

porque lo otro es autoconsumo, porque no pasa por caja, no cuenta, no entra 
como ingreso de gasto y por tanto no tributa. Ese es el verdadero problema. 

A ver, la desamortización fue un proceso salvaje de venta de todo, pero, 
evidentemente el Estado en 1870 no tenía la fuerza necesaria para cargarse todo ese 
entramado social. A día de hoy tenemos un modelo mucho más fino. No hacen una 
desamortización total, porque seguramente crearía un conflicto social enorme, sino 
que van por cachitos, pero por cachitos bajo un mismo prisma, solo rentable, grandes 
superficies, grandes inversiones de dinero y el único motivo que puede mover todo 
eso es, entre comillas, el ganar dinero. Si partimos de esa premisa, los comunales están 
muertos, tenemos que eliminarlos porque es todo lo contrario. Son grandes superficies, 
gestionadas por colectivos de personas y que en realidad el objetivo fundamental 
básicamente es la auto subsistencia. Es generar recursos para ellos mismos. 

En el conjunto de España en este momento es que los comunales están en vía 
muerta. Hay todos los días desafecciones para parques eólicos y parques fotovoltaicos, 
para plantar naranjos. La empresa Don Simón tiene todas sus plantaciones encima 
de montes comunales. Hay un proceso enorme de desamortización que ahora 
se llama desafecciones porque no hay usos tradicionales que justifiquen esos 
aprovechamientos. Los haya o no los haya, da igual, se venden. Ese proceso además 
es selectivo. Si aquí tengo mucho lío paro y voy a otro sitio. Ese proceso ganará 
siempre. Si es capaz de excluir el aprovechamiento de los vecinos durante dos o 
tres generaciones ya ha ganado la batalla porque no hay recuperación social, entre 
otras cosas porque está consiguiendo lo que se dice que no se quiere, que en 
realidad es lo que se quiere, que es que la población se marche del entorno rural. 
Si no hay población, no hay recuperación. Pero todo en principio, para mí, parte 
de un prejuicio económico y es el sistema de contabilización. Hay que contabilizar 
lo que pasa por una caja y entonces es a partir de ahí, es todo muy complicado. 

Se habla de la España vaciada como si fuera un fenómeno inherente al progreso que 
predica el modelo capitalista neoliberal. ¿Hay una alternativa a esta situación?

Calixto: A ver el vaciamiento lo voy a trasladar a un caso concreto. Yo viví una mesa 
que desarrolló el modelo de implantación eólica con el Decreto 205/92, y en un 
momento determinado se determina en Galicia que hay un recurso muy interesante 
que es el aprovechamiento energético y a partir de ahí hay que establecer qué 
modelo. En la mesa se planteaban dos modelos. Es, por decirlo de alguna forma, 
porque un modelo lo planteaba yo y todos los demás planteaban otro modelo. En 
realidad yo era un verdadero incordio para los demás. Yo lo que decía es que si el 
mundo rural es realmente un recurso fantástico, tenemos entonces una oportunidad 
enorme de mantener a la gente en el mundo rural con rentas dignas, que es el 
objetivo. Vamos a plantear un modelo puramente extractivo, que todo el mundo 
pueda desarrollar un aerogenerador, generar ingresos complementarios y la prestación 
pública que tutele ese proceso. El otro modelo eran planes estratégicos que sólo 
podían desarrollar quienes invirtieran por encima de 100 millones de euros. 

Evidentemente, estaba condenado a triunfar el segundo. En Galicia se ha desarrollado 
un plan estratégico. Siemens Gamesa vino a desarrollar un plan estratégico. Hizo 
una planta para hacer aerogeneradores que, por cierto, ya está cerrada. Es decir, 
muchas empresas hicieron un plan estratégico porque en teoría a través de eso 
se garantizaba que a muy corto plazo, en muy poco tiempo, se tenía un desarrollo 
más potente. Eso era real. Es cierto. Ese modelo individualista con un rendimiento 
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muy alto, es muy rápido, es muy eficaz. Segundo, se generaba supuestamente 
el mismo número de empleos, toda la gente que se iba a ir del campo iba a vivir 
en la fábrica de Gamesa haciendo aerogeneradores, que por cierto, hoy está 
cerrada, todo sea dicho de paso, porque es más barato comprarlos fuera. 

En ese debate el modelo alternativo era muy sencillo, era decir: fenomenal, 
tenemos riquezas en el mundo rural,Vamos a reconocérselas solo a los titulares 
individuales. Yo no voy a dar aprovechamiento eólico al que pida una autorización 
administrativa. Solo puede venir el titular del terreno y sí además le voy a dar el 
apoyo necesario para que pueda entre ellos, la comunidad local, pueda hacer un 
parque eólico y obtener esos ingresos. Con una condición, se pierde si te vas de 
ahí porque tu participación es aprovechamiento. Ese modelo en realidad hubiera 
sido un modelo más lento, sin duda más difícil de organizar pero, finalmente, 
hubiera sido un modelo que hubiera mantenido el territorio. Yo les decía que 
con el modelo que proponían la curva de población en el mundo rural iba a 
ser menor pero para ellos no había ningún problema porque todos se irían a 
vivir a un pueblo donde se haría una gran fábrica de aerogeneradores. 

Ese es el verdadero problema. Es decir, la única posibilidad de que realmente 
en el mundo rural pueda haber gente es con las rentas que existen y que esa 
gente pueda ser la beneficiaria directa de esas rentas. Esa es la clave de la 
situación. De todas formas, aquí hay un problema de base. Y este es el problema 
que condena a muerte a los comunales. Los Estados odian a los comunales, 
no porque les tengan ninguna manía, sino porque el Estado adora el orden. 
Tener un interlocutor único es maravilloso, tener una empresa es maravilloso, 
tener incluso un representante legal, es maravilloso. Tener que tratar con 200 
ciudadanos en una asamblea es insoportable. El Estado odia como interlocutores 
a los grupos sociales. Los odia si son capaces de ordenarse, canalizarse, 
tener liderazgos muy fuertes. Y a partir de ahí, que realmente una persona 
se imponga por encima de todas las demás, solo así lo acaba aceptando, le 
da una apariencia de participación, pero eso no es lo deseable en un sistema 
completamente asambleario donde una persona no manda sobre las demás, 
sino que todas tienen opinión y la mayoría decide. Eso es insoportable para un 
Estado porque le hace imprevisible en sus decisiones. Entonces, en realidad, 
salvo que los Estados acepten esos tiempos, esas pausas, esas formas de 
expresión, es muy complicado que el Estado apueste nunca por un comunal. 

¿Existe un mapa actualizado de montes vecinales en mano común? 

Calixto: En Galicia tenemos una información de montes vecinales, tenemos un visor 
de la Xunta de Galicia que tiene representado del orden de 3000 comunidades de 
montes. En Galicia no hay monte público en este momento prácticamente. Todo 
es monte privado colectivo. En ese sentido sí que hay que reconocer a Galicia, 
que tuvo la capacidad de cambiar de chip. En Galicia asumieron que no había 
monte público, que en Galicia el monte era colectivo. Y es cierto que además 
la administración pública, mal o bien, ya no hace luchas de poder. Hay un visor 
de la Xunta de Galicia que tiene un filtro que te permite descargar los montes 
vecinales de mano común y que te filtra las tres mil comunidades de montes 
clasificados. En el resto del país no hay monte, no los hay porque se han perdido. 

Xuan: Es una lucha muy a tiempo. 
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Calixto: Y hay una circunstancia histórica importante que al final en Galicia subsiste 
el bueno. La diferencia entre Galicia y el resto tiene que ver con que en Galicia, 
prácticamente hasta los años 50, 60, se mantiene el aprovechamiento de la tierra 
por los vecinos. ¿Por qué en Galicia sí y en otros sitios no? Pues posiblemente 
por el modelo territorial. Es la teoría de Balboa que yo hago mía. Balboa lo que 
sostiene es que en Galicia lo que sucedió es que el decreto de Nueva Planta fue 
muy malo. Es decir, en Galicia se constituyeron los Ayuntamientos en 1812. Se 
crean los ayuntamientos modernos y se crean por agrupación de parroquias. 

En Galicia cada Ayuntamiento suma cinco o seis parroquias. Vigo es la suma de 
siete parroquias. Y en Galicia somos por naturaleza envidiosos, entonces decirle 
a un vecino de Canaán que el monte, lo va a gestionar el de Cabral pues no 
sienta bien. El sistema de agrupación agrupó a tantas parroquias en un sólo 
Ayuntamiento que realmente se crearon envidias muy duras y a partir de ahí 
fueron incapaces de resolverlo. En el resto de territorio se resolvieron cada unidad 
de población, cada pueblo, cada aldea, cada pedanía, pasó a ser una unidad 
administrativa, con lo cual eso hizo que el proceso no fuera tan duro. Cuando estás 
en Cantabria y cuando estás en León, en realidad, ellos tienen una concepción 
de que es suyo. ¿Por qué? Porque sigue siendo el mismo grupo social. 

¿Qué ocurre? Que ellos tienen un caramelo que no conocen. Y es que ellos no saben 
que en realidad lo tienen porque la ley, el Estado, se lo ha dado, pero como Estado 
también se lo puede quitar. En Galicia ya no es posible porque ya es una forma de 
propiedad privada. La única forma de que esos montes pasen a ser del Estado es que 
se los expropie, que les pague por hacer un equipamiento, una instalación pública en 
el resto del territorio. Al ser el mismo grupo social, no han percibido esa amenaza. 

¿Cuándo se produce esa percepción? Con la Ley simplificadora, que es cuando se 
les dice: vais a desaparecer. Entonces, a partir de ahí se crea una gran revuelta e 
incluso León se plantea clasificarlos como montes vecinales como vía de solución 
cuando de repente, en un momento determinado se están desafectando allí 
donde no hay gran conflicto social realmente. En realidad, en Galicia el estallido 
social vino por eso, porque el Decreto de nueva planta a partir de 1830 crea 
los Ayuntamientos. Eso hace que la contestación social sea todavía mucho 
más severa, porque ni siquiera tu alcalde, sino el alcalde del pueblo de al lado, 
pasa a ser el titular de los montes, con lo cual eso produce un rechazo social 
enorme. Y eso es lo que hace que se mantenga hasta 1950 o 60 un conflicto 
histórico que desencadena un reconocimiento legal en el resto de los lugares. 

En Asturias ha sido un poco lo mismo porque Asturias es muy simétrica a Galicia. El 
problema es que realmente Galicia no tiene como emblema sus montes. Y Asturias, 
en un momento histórico determinado, decide que Asturias es verde, tiene que 
ser natural y convierte en un emblema sus montes. Ahí a la Administración pública 
le cuesta mucho reconocer cualquier cosa que no sea que son los dueños, que 
ellos son grandes gestores y que gracias a la gestión pública, que por cierto es 
bastante catastrófica, son maravillosos. Asturias no entiende formas de anarquía, 
de gestión a través de colectivos porque no son previsibles y no se puede negociar 
con ellos. Asturias sin duda, va a tener un proceso idéntico a Galicia y va a acabar 
reconociéndose la titularidad de los montes a favor de los vecinos. Galicia es 
el único ejemplo y lo que viene a demostrar la gestión por los vecinos de las 
comunidades de montes activas es que esta está generando mucha más riqueza, 
porque ahora sí se puede contabilizar de la que generaba la Administración en su 
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sitio. Por lo tanto, el modelo es un éxito. Es verdad que hay tres comunidades muy 
mal gestionadas, como todo lo que es humano, tiene errores, pero, en términos 
globales, genera mucha más riqueza. Ahí está Juan Picos Martín que ha hecho 
estudios comparativos entre la gestión con montes vecinales en comunidades 
activas y la gestión pública, y los parámetros son completamente distintos. 

En una entrevista reciente con Carlos González Antón, profesor de derecho 
administrativo y asesor jurídico de la Federación Nacional de Concejos, 
Pedanías y Parroquias Rurales de España hablábamos de la necesidad de 
defender legalmente las formas de gobernanza comunitarias. ¿Para ti qué 
sería más urgente, la reivindicación y reconocimiento de la titularidad de 
vecinos sobre los territorios comunales o dar de alta una Ley de Concejos 
que garantice la gobernanza comunitaria sobre los territorios?

Calixto: Yo creo dos cosas. Lo primero es que la única forma de garantizar 
la gobernanza comunitaria es el reconocimiento de la titularidad, porque 
lo demás es coyuntural y una amenaza constante. Yo he visto comunales 
donde hay una gobernanza comunal muy arraigada con titularidad pública 
y que al cabo de un año y medio me están llamando diciendo que los 
van desafectar y que van a plantar naranjos para don Simón. 

La única forma posible de garantizar la gobernanza comunitaria es a través de la 
fórmula vecinal, del reconocimiento de la titularidad a favor de las comunidades. 
Entonces, yo creo que realmente todos los territorios tenían que anegar su titularidad. 
Nieto, que fue un profesor de la universidad muy simpático, llegó a ser un fervoroso 
defensor de los montes vecinales. Entonces, estando en Alicante o en Valencia le 
dijeron: aquí llevamos años y no sabemos ni qué es eso. Y él contestó: pues donde 
no está lo imponemos, pero todo tiene que ser vecinal. Es decir, su teoría es que 
no hay otra forma porque todo lo demás está sujeto a los vaivenes del Estado. En 
50 años el Estado quiso desamortizar y luego quiso colonizar. Por tanto, hay que 
conseguir esa titularidad. Segundo, mientras esa titularidad no se pueda reconocer 
a favor de las comunidades, lo que efectivamente hay que hacer es buscar una 
norma que permita reforzar las fórmulas de gobernanza. Se trataría de crear una 
ley que efectivamente permita el Concejo abierto, porque, si eso no existe, se pierde 
incluso la propia comunidad de base que anhele ese reconocimiento legal. 

A mi me encantaría que en toda España hubiera un reconocimiento de la propiedad 
vecinal. Yo creo que, a medio plazo, eso va a asegurar su subsistencia y cambiaría 
radicalmente el modelo económico en el mundo rural. Evidentemente, tenemos 
comunidades que llevan 200 años inactivas y eso supone una dificultad. Hay que 
incorporar gente con capacidades y hay muchísimo por hacer, pero es una apuesta 
extraordinaria, posiblemente mejor que la eliminación sola de los combustibles. 
Realmente, ahí predicamos en el vacío. El Estado no quiere deshacerse de esa pieza 
fácilmente, de hecho, no está promocionando a través de una ley que las comunidades 
puedan reconocer eso. Mientras eso no sea así, ¿cuál es mi segunda obsesión? Que 
se mantenga la gobernanza comunitaria. Es decir, que haya una ley que lo permita. 

Ahora la ley limita esa gobernanza diciendo que ya no hay la posibilidad de abrir 
más concejos abiertos. Pasado mañana dirán que los de menos de 2000 habitantes, 
tampoco los reconocen. Van a ir recortando, porque el Estado sabe que en la 
medida en que desaparezca la gobernanza comunitaria, en dos generaciones 
desaparece el anhelo de propiedad. Entonces, es fundamental ampliar esa ley. Yo 
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estoy de acuerdo completamente con Carlos, es decir, eso es fundamental. Ahora 
yo voy un paso más allá, porque soy un poco más radical. Yo creo que el anhelo 
definitivo es recuperar la titularidad y una vez recuperada la titularidad por parte 
de las comunidades, el siguiente anhelo es recuperar la buena gobernanza. 

En una comunidad como Asturias recuperar la buena gobernanza es muy fácil porque 
realmente ellos tienen usos y costumbres. Tienen un manejo del monte extraordinario 
porque es su negocio, por eso ningún funcionario de la Administración o ningún 
director general les puede decir que ellos no saben cómo gobernar el monte. Esto 
mismo no es tan fácil en Alicante, donde hay comunidades que no tienen vínculos con 
el mundo rural. Entonces, hay que recuperar esa gobernanza y eso sí que supondría 
una transformación del mundo rural en población, en riqueza y en entender el 
monte como un recurso extractivo que puedan aprovechar y sacar rendimientos 
las comunidades locales. Es como si en el mundo urbano dijeras que todo lo que 
no es pavimento, todo lo demás le pertenece a un tercero que no tiene nada que 
ver con la comunidad. Pues, claro, le estás detrayendo todos sus recursos a esa 
comunidad. Entonces, si fuéramos capaces de iniciar ese proceso, sería importante. 

Para quienes no estén familiarizados con la organización 
administrativa territorial española, habéis hablado de las parroquias 
rurales en Asturias y Galicia ¿podéis explicarnos qué es?

Calixto: A partir de 1812 el Estado del Decreto de Nueva Planta se constituye a 
través del Ayuntamiento. El Ayuntamiento, en teoría es el penúltimo escalón o el 
último escalón de la administración territorial. En algunas zonas la Ley permitió 
una especie de deferencia en su singularidad territorial, permitiendo la creación 
de Entidades Locales Menores. Son administraciones del Estado y en algunas 
comunidades autónomas la propia normativa ha habilitado la posibilidad de que 
eso que en un sitio se llama Entidades Locales Menores allí se llamen Parroquias 
Rurales. En Galicia, por ejemplo, no tenemos Parroquias legalmente constituidas, 
tenemos muy pocas Entidades Locales Menores y la Administración territorial 
más básica es el Ayuntamiento. En realidad, todos ellos son extensiones de la 
Administración del Estado. Estamos hablando de la administración pública, del 
poder público. La Parroquia Rural en realidad suele coincidir con un territorio 
que tiene un arraigo territorial y por tanto tiene lo que tradicionalmente es un 
pueblo, unos campos de labor y unos montes. Ese es el territorio tradicional. 

Las Entidades Locales Menores suelen coincidir también con eso. Tienen un pueblo, 
una aldea, unos campos de labor y un monte, que es la forma de asentamiento 
en el conjunto de España. Los Ayuntamientos en el conjunto de España también 
suelen coincidir con eso, pero es verdad que el Decreto de Nueva Planta creó ese 
modelo y por eso, esa flexibilidad. Y por eso, a veces el Ayuntamiento no es un 
pueblo, los campos de labor y un monte, sino tres pueblos, sus campos de labor y 
tres montes. ¿Por qué? Porque el Decreto de Nueva Planta obligaba a que hubiera 
una población mínima y un territorio mínimo para racionalizar el sistema. Ya en 
el siglo XIX queríamos racionalizar el sistema haciéndolo más grande. Eso se ha 
corregido por dos vías: reconociendo las Entidades Locales Menores, que es una 
subadministración, y dotándola prácticamente ni de medios ni de competencia. Se 
le da un local donde se puedan reunir y se le manda a un secretario, o a un técnico 
de administración una vez a la semana. Algo absolutamente testimonial para que 
sigan manteniéndose, pero bueno, por lo menos mantienen eso. Esas Parroquias, en 
la medida en que han ido democratizándose, evolucionando y recuperando fórmulas 
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antiguas, a veces incluso han llegado a gobernar sus montes por vía del Concejo 
abierto. Entonces, eso depende de los territorios. En Galicia realmente lo que tenemos 
son Ayuntamientos y doce Entidades Locales Menores. En Asturias hay Ayuntamientos 
y luego está reconocida la Parroquia Rural, pero creo que no se le dota ni de medios. 

Xuan: Está recogida en la Ley del Principado y tal. Y hay Parroquias, pero pocas. Una 
vez me dijo una frase un vecino cuando le pregunté por el tema del común: Aquí el 
Ayuntamiento tiene el Ayuntamiento y la plaza del Ayuntamiento. Todo el territorio 
era, en este caso, de las comunidades a través de la figura de la Parroquia. Pero, 
efectivamente, tiene el problema de todo lo que entra en las Instituciones. Es que 
en cuanto entras, por una parte parece bueno que te reconozcan y por otro lado 
estás absolutamente esclavizado ya al sistema institucional. Por eso me encanta 
esta figura del monte vecinal en mano común, porque ahí ¿para qué quieres una 
parroquia si ya tienes la comunidad funcionando, organizando el territorio? 

Si pensamos en gente joven que pretende regresar al ámbito rural, ¿qué tendrían 
que hacer para reclamar la titularidad sobre territorios comunales?

Calixto: La ley es sencillísima porque lo que dice es que un solo vecino puede 
pedir la clasificación de su monte; que además un solo vecino tiene derecho a que 
se constituya el jurado y que además se reconozca que, si ese monte está en los 
inventarios de los ayuntamientos porque es de posesión inmemorial de los vecinos, 
que se le dé gratuitamente como monte vecinal y que lo gestione la comunidad local. 
La ley, en realidad, crea un espejismo fantástico. Luego es verdad que la aplicación es 
bastante más difícil y retorcida que la realidad, pero la ley vino a decir algo que era 
clarísimo: aquí ha habido un error, una afrenta histórica porque durante 150 años les 
hemos eliminado la capacidad legal de gestión a las comunidades. No hay discusión 
porque el derecho histórico les reconoce como titulares y, además, esos bienes son 
indivisibles. Por tanto, vamos a darles un regalo, una recompensa por todo su sacrificio. 
Si un solo vecino pide que se constituya el jurado de montes, este se constituye. Si 
un solo vecino pide que ese monte se clasifique y el jurado de oficio a instancia de 
esa petición, revisa y ve que el único título que tiene el Ayuntamiento para hacerlo 
suyo es el aprovechamiento de los vecinos, ese monte es vecinal. Si lo compró, 
entonces es patrimonial del Ayuntamiento. Pero si es monte de aprovechamiento 
inmemorial, que son todos los comunales y todos los montes de utilidad pública, ese 
monte es vecinal. Si todo ello se da, al día siguiente ese vecino tiene la obligación 
de convocar a todos los demás vecinos que tengan casa abierta en el lugar del 
aprovechamiento, el monte, la aldea, la pedanía y todos ellos se juntan y tienen que 
gestionar el monte como titulares. Además, se les regala la inscripción en el registro, 
que no se les cobra; se les regala la inscripción en el catastro y se les regalan todos los 
documentos necesarios. Además se les hace prioritarios en todas las ayudas públicas. 

El modelo es fantástico. La aplicación real en Galicia lo fue, pero en Asturias está 
siendo tenebroso. La constitución del jurado ya estaba hecha, pero los procesos de 
clasificación aquí son pavorosos. Os voy a contar una anécdota divertida, porque en 
Galicia, cuando fue el proceso de clasificación, en realidad los Ayuntamientos en los 
montes que estaban con madera muy avanzada, dijeron: pues antes de que la cojan 
los vecinos, vamos a cortar la madera, porque al final tenemos muchísimo dinero 
del monte y la hemos plantado nosotros. Eso se le ocurrió a un alcalde que era muy 
simpático y que, además pesaba bastante. Cuando me lo contó dijo: menos mal que 
el Pleno lo hicimos en la planta baja porque los vecinos, al conocer las intenciones 
de tala, entraron como locos y me tiraron por la ventana. Si llego a hacer el Pleno 
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en la planta primera, yo no estoy aquí. Al hombre no se le ocurrió mejor cosa que 
acordar la corta de toda la madera del monte antes de entregárselo a los vecinos. 
Los vecinos, las comunidades locales, no permitieron esa despatrimonialización 
de su monte. En Asturias a día de hoy estamos viviendo un Principado que está 
inventando excusas paradójicas, como que el monte los vecinos ya no lo usan porque 
lo usan a través del Ayuntamiento o que lo usan a través del Principado porque 
está en un convenio. Todo esto lo inventan para decir que no y no hay un clamor 
social. Y eso ¿qué quiere decir? Pues que a lo mejor ya ha pasado una generación, 
una generación media que ya no es sensible a esa realidad y que la necesidad ya 
no es la misma. La necesidad hace 100 años era enorme, pero la necesidad en este 
momento pues está más localizada para un grupo más reducido de personas. 

¿Cuál es el objetivo de la gente que se integra al mundo rural? Sin duda, primero, 
recuperar las fórmulas de gobernanza. No es importante tener la titularidad, sino 
haber recuperado las fórmulas de gobernanza. Recuperar el Concejo abierto y, si 
no es posible recuperar, el Concejo abierto, recuperar la Asamblea que permita la 
gobernanza común del monte. Pero, en cuanto eso esté consolidado y haya una 
comunidad viva y estable, se debe recuperar la titularidad del monte, porque el 
resto depende de que a un alcalde o a una diputación, le llegue la conveniencia 
o la oportunidad de instalar allí alguna cosa y que decidan despatrimonializarlos. 
Y lo pueden hacer con un golpe de puño en la mesa con un acuerdo de Pleno. 
Entonces, lo inicial es recuperar la comunidad, porque en Galicia se han dado casos 
en que se ha recuperado el monte, pero no había comunidad y no ha valido para 
nada. Por tanto, recuperar comunidad y luego, más adelante, recuperar titularidad. 

¿Cualquier persona puede tener acceso al catastro?

Calixto: Sí. De hecho, la ley, fue tan ambiciosa que lo que planteó es que la 
Administración de oficio, sin necesidad de pedírselo nadie debería clasificar 
los montes. No lo ha hecho, salvo en el caso de Galicia, también es verdad que 
hubo mucha contestación. Por tanto, para cualquier persona puede acceder al 
catastro. Claro, es verdad que al final todo es complejo para una persona que 
no está familiarizada con papeles, registros, administración. Pero para cualquier 
persona, en realidad no debería ser complicado obtener la información necesaria 
para ello. Sí es cierto que se va a encontrar con una resistencia enorme. 

n Asturias, donde las comunidades están perfectamente vivas, hay una resistencia 
enorme. Yo recuerdo una comunidad en Jaén que fue a pedir la constitución de un 
jurado para reclamar la titularidad y les dijeron: vosotros estáis locos. Aquí no hay 
montes vecinales ni nada que se le parezca. Y eso no es cierto. Es verdad que allí 
se combinan con los Montes de Reconquista, que son otra historia, pero realmente 
hay muchísimo monte vecinal. Les dijeron: aquí no hay montes vecinales porque 
todos los montes fueron comprados por el Ayuntamiento. A esto la comunidad dijo: 
pues abramos la página del inventario y si es así, nos callamos. Entonces, abrimos 
la página de inventario y decía que el monte era de aprovechamiento histórico de 
los vecinos del barrio, de la pedanía. Realmente, el mundo rural tiene que pasar 
por ganar territorio. La gente que va al mundo rural solo puede subsistir con un 
territorio y la subsistencia en el territorio pasa porque los elementos comunes, los 
comunales, sean de su titularidad y los puedan gobernar. Luego habrá comunidades 
que se gobiernen bien o mal, como hay gobiernos buenos y malos. Y además es 
que los tiempos para la gestión de recursos naturales son totalmente compatibles 
con el modelo de asamblea. Las decisiones sobre la naturaleza necesitan de 
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ese sosiego, de esa confrontación de ideas, de ese debate. Los tiempos se 
acomodan en el mundo natural a esas fórmulas de gestión y de gobernanza. 

¿A qué compromete la titularidad sobre un monte comunal?

Calixto: En realidad, obliga a la gestión. Y, ¿ qué ocurriría en el caso de que no 
gestionasen o que desapareciese la Junta rectora o la Asamblea?, pues que 
se declararía una situación de abandono y la Administración lo gestionaría de 
forma cautelar. En Galicia hay montes donde la comunidad por ser gente muy 
mayor o porque son muy pocos o porque están impedidos o porque no se ven 
capaces de gestionarlo, pues hacen un acuerdo de gestión cautelar y a partir 
de ahí la Administración pública sustituye a esa comunidad en la gestión del 
monte de forma cautelar, en principio fomentando la futura gobernanza, en la 
medida posible, adoptando medidas para que se pueda consolidar una nueva 
gobernanza a través de una nueva comunidad. En la práctica ¿qué hace? Nada. 
Tiene los papeles en una esquina y si hay ayudas contra incendios, y le interesa, 
pues solicita la ayuda contra incendios. No hace nada, pero debería adoptar 
medidas activas para consolidar comunidad. El monte es comunidad y territorio.

Xuan, ¿puedes explicarnos cómo se organiza este comunal aquí donde estamos?

Xuan: Realmente esto es un comunal de titularidad municipal, pero circunstancial 
debido a que era de los vecinos y como no teníamos NIF, pues ocurrió ese 
proceso histórico que dice Calixto. ¿Qué ocurre?Pues que mientras la gente 
pueda seguir haciendo algo parecido a lo que sus padres hacían, pues no se 
genera un conflicto muy abierto. Pero si no te anticipas te van desempoderando 
poco a poco hasta que llega ese punto inflexión que dice Calixto y a la gente se 
le va olvidando. Se hacen Concejos y asambleas para decidir cosas en el monte. 
Entonces, continuamos con la inercia de decidir qué se hace en el monte siguiendo 
esa fórmula que representa sutilmente la continuidad de lo de siempre. 

Oficialmente, el monte es de titularidad municipal y tiene un convenio la Administración 
regional para que aquello que parece que debe ser municipal, aunque realmente 
es de los vecinos, pues los que dedican sean los del Principado. En algunos montes 
donde hacen sus parques se les ve más presencia y en otros montes no hacen 
nada. Cuando a mi me dicen que esto de los montes vecinales es un riesgo, yo 
siempre digo que se trata de un riesgo legítimo porque la gente tiene derecho a 
equivocarse, pero se va a equivocar quien tiene derecho a equivocarse, que en 
este caso, son quienes viven el territorio. Y luego hay muchas células funcionando 
independientemente, alguna funcionará bien y otras no, y unos aprenderán de 
otros. Se trata de una fórmula orgánica mucho más natural. Nuestra realidad 
es entonces que habitamos un comunal donde estamos burocráticamente 
desempoderados, pero donde ni psicológicamente ni en la práctica sentimos 
ese desempoderamiento en cuanto a que decidimos en asambleas casi todo. 

Calixto, ¿qué sucede cuando un Concejo abierto y la administración 
pública no comparten los mismos intereses?

Calixto: El gobierno del Concejo abierto es, en principio, el primer orden de gobierno, 
el que toma decisiones. ¿Qué ocurre? Hay una titularidad directa que es la posibilidad 
de que el Pleno pueda desafectarlo, pero tiene que tomar una medida drástica, que 
es eliminar ese uso y aprovechamiento. Entonces, allí donde hay Concejo abierto, en 
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realidad la gobernanza ordinaria está garantizada a través del sistema asambleario. 
Estamos ante fórmulas que funcionan. Queda un riesgo y es que el Ayuntamiento en 
un momento determinado, pueda decir que se acabó. El monte es mío y se lo voy 
a dar a otro. No es exactamente así, pero lo puede hacer. Y de hecho, eso crea un 
conflicto. También queda un riesgo mayor, y es que, de repente, venga una ley y diga 
que desaparece esa fórmula para todos los Concejos abiertos, o todas las entidades 
locales de menos de 2000 o 3000 habitantes. Y se acabaron todas de un plumazo. 

La primera fórmula se intentó bajo un supuesto proceso de racionalización y de mejor 
organización. Mejor organización en los países mejor organizados significa siempre que 
los cajones sean más grandes. Nunca significa que todo esté mejor ordenado sino que 
los cajones sean más grandes. Es verdad que eso tuvo una contestación comunitaria 
enorme. Ahí tuvo mucha fuerza León. Fundamentalmente fueron muy poderosos en 
ese conflicto y en esa lucha. Y a partir de ahora lo que se está haciendo es que poquito 
a poco todos los días donde vemos que hay gente mayor y que ya no tiene ganas 
de confrontación y donde además son un poquito vulnerables, pues se les dice: a tu 
territorio le ha tocado la suerte de que te va a venir una planta industrial para hacer 
yogures o cosas rarísimas. Les dicen que sus nietos están en la ciudad encantados 
y que sus hijos no vuelven por ahí porque no hay ninguna posibilidad de futuro. Y 
además, se les dice que eso va a generar mucho trabajo. Esa es la situación que se 
está produciendo a día de hoy. Pero, lo dicho, en la mayoría de los Ayuntamientos, la 
forma del Concejo abierto permite que se mantengan los mecanismos de gobernanza. 

Xuan: Es como un reconocimiento institucional a estas fórmulas, pero tiene el 
riesgo de que si tú te metes en las instituciones vas a depender también de ellas 
burocráticamente, y al final te pueden también replantear...por eso me gusta

Calixto: Y luego ahí está. 

Xuan: Por eso me gusta la figura del monte vecinal en mano 
común, es la que mejor salvaguarda a la comunidad. 

Calixto: El proceso complejo, a día de hoy, es justo el que acaba de describir Xuan. 
Asturias son comunidades muy vivas. Es increíble, más que Galicia. Tú tocas la campana 
de la Iglesia para que asistan y asisten todos los vecinos a hablar del monte. Son 
unidades terriblemente vivas que en la práctica siguen gestionando el monte. Ellos 
lo maneja muy bien, tiene muy buen manejo y tiene un territorio extraordinario. 
Legalmente, esto es del Ayuntamiento, pero nadie le hace mucho caso. ¿Qué ocurre 
a día de hoy? Que acabamos de aprobar una ley que dice que, a partir de ahora, hay 
que hacer un plan de ordenación y sólo lo puede aprobar el Ayuntamiento. El problema 
es que ese Plan de ordenación decide lo que se hace en cada zona y, claro, ¿quién lo 
hace? y responden: lo hace el Ayuntamiento, no os preocupéis, pero vosotros opináis. 
El problema es que luego opinamos lo justo. Las comunidades pueden no hacer caso al 
plan de ordenación pero el problema es que dentro de poco no se va a poder cortar si 
no está previsto en el Plan de ordenación y tampoco se podrán transformar los cultivos 
si no está previsto en el plan de ordenamiento. También hay un proceso tan enorme 
de la digitalización de datos que en realidad está eliminando cualquier posibilidad 
de que las comunidades de forma artesanal puedan seguir manejando el monte. 

El proceso en Asturias es crítico porque tienes comunidades muy vivas y entonces 
sigues teniendo fuerza para pelear este proceso. El propio proceso administrativo 
va a hacer que en los próximos 15 años las comunidades puedan quedar vacías 
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de contenido. ¿Para qué se van a reunir los vecinos si nada de lo que decidan se 
podrá llevar a la práctica? Ya no digo que sea o no legal, sino que no se pueda 
llevar a la práctica. Por tanto, es necesario recuperar el proceso. La fórmula del 
Concejo Abierto es un proceso de transición muy bueno porque todo lo deciden 
en la asamblea y vale, pero teniendo siempre en cuenta la amenaza constante 
de que eso es público y por tanto te lo pueden quitar en cualquier momento. 
Segunda fórmula, la fórmula vecinal. Sin duda, la fórmula vecinal es “yo soy 
dueño”. Y, por tanto, a partir de ahí, la comunidad, como conjunto social, tiene 
que ser responsable de la gestión de sus recursos. Lo ideal, incluso, es que los 
montes vecinales dejaran de ser estrictamente una propiedad privada y pasarán 
a ser como en Portugal, una propiedad colectiva, porque además así le dábamos 
un carácter más claro, como era en la tradición legislativa. En las Partidas de 
Alfonso X lo que se escribía es que esos montes no eran propiedad privada. 

Xuan: Claro, lo que está mal es semánticamente elegir esas 
palabras porque estamos ante propiedad colectiva. 

Calixto: Claro, de hecho, se llaman montes vecinales cuando en la mayoría del territorio 
no tienen aprovechamiento forestal. Fue una ocurrencia. Realmente, históricamente 
eran los montes de pueblos. O sea, esos montes pertenecen a los pueblos que los 
tienen. Para que nos hagamos una idea. Hasta el plan de plantaciones, en Galicia 
no había bosque. Galicia era agrícola y ganadera y Asturias era agrícola y ganadera. 
Pero bueno, se usó la fórmula de Montes porque en realidad el que hacía la norma 
era un ingeniero de montes que venía del servicio de montes. Porque esos montes 
sí que se convirtieron durante el siglo 19 y 20 en superficies forestales. Pero no es 
la tradición propia y posiblemente ni siquiera sea el futuro. Si lo vemos desde la 
gestión de las comunidades locales, yo no creo que el futuro esté estrictamente en 
el aprovechamiento forestal. Y de hecho, si la Administración pública durante el siglo 
20 obtuvo alguna eficiencia económica fue porque hizo monocultivos. El mérito que 
hay que poner a la Administración es que fueron capaces de plantar con muy buen 
marco eucaliptos, que tampoco sé yo si a día de hoy habría que ponerle un mérito 
extraordinario a todo eso. Pero en la medida en que se hace complejo, que es un bien 
que sirve para la comunidad, en realidad tiene que ser multifuncional. La culpa es 
de los economistas que tendrían que saber contabilizar bien eso para saber hacer el 
número exacto y demostrar que eso genera riqueza real. Es una ciencia poco avanzada. 

Hablando de racionalización. En 2013 aparece la Ley Montoro de la 
Racionalización y Sostenibilidad de la Administración Local. Parece 
que con la excusa de la “racionalización y sostenibilidad” se trata de 
justificar la eliminación de estas formas de democracia popular y directa: 
cada vecino un voto. Calixto, ¿qué lectura haces de esta Ley?

Calixto: La obsesión del Estado, del poder económico, es tener en una pantalla toda 
la información y a poder ser en un solo cajón. Esto es una simplificación de la realidad 
porque el monte es complejo. Fíjate en León el excelente manejo que tiene la gente 
de las pedanías de León de su monte; lo conocen al detalle y lo miman muchísimo. 
Ellos viven allí. Ellos evitan que aquello arda, etc. ¿Cómo desde un despacho una 
persona puede tomar una decisión para todos igual? Eso es la racionalización, 
pero en realidad es simplificación. Es un error catastrófico. La Administración al 
final contabiliza y hace los números y dice ¿cuánto me cuesta tener todo eso y 
cuánto ingreso? Como no hacen bien las cuentas porque no tienen en cuenta la 
riqueza social, no contabilizan los ingresos y el resultado es negativo. Racionalizan 
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porque así en teoría gastan menos, pero no son capaces, porque no tienen el 
conocimiento o el interés de contabilizar bien los ingresos. Ese es el problema de 
base. Ese ingreso social nadie lo está contabilizando. ¿Cuánto valen los montes de 
León? Pues mira, en Galicia en su momento se empezó a contar lo que ahorran en 
incendios, lo que ahorran en mantenimiento de población en el territorio rural, etc. 

Claro, si creemos en la economía que podemos vivir todos en 100 kilómetros 
cuadrados y el resto del territorio lo podemos desocupar al estilo Marte, pues 
perfecto, pero eso no es real. En la medida en que tenemos que ocupar el 
territorio y tenemos que hacerlo sostenible y mantenerlo, necesitamos esto. 
¿Qué cuesta? Pues muy poco en razón del rendimiento que se obtiene. 

Es así. En España, desde luego es verdad que la publicidad institucional no suele 
ir acorde con la realidad, pero el modelo económico es un modelo sencillo. 
Decir que el mundo rural es muy costoso en la gestión pública y que hay que 
llevarlo a manos de gestión privada porque la gestión privada es eficaz es decir 
que yo quiero que a mí no me dé problemas. El cambio de la gestión pública 
por una individual, mercantil solo tiene un objetivo que es el ánimo de lucro. 
El problema es que estamos viendo gasto pero no estamos computando el 
ingreso público porque no queremos computar el ingreso en las comunidades, 
no consideramos ingresos lo que están produciendo y eso es un error enorme 
porque esas comunidades están ahorrando muchísimo dinero al Estado. 

¿Qué ocurre? Pues que es compleja la fórmula. ¿Por qué? Porque si viene una 
empresa a esas zonas y planta un parque eólico, a lo mejor de lo que no nos damos 
cuenta es de que tenemos que gastar muchísimo en mantenimiento de servicios, 
de vías, en apagar incendios, etc, en muchas cosas, porque el territorio en realidad 
tiene que estar ocupado, tiene que ser paisaje, tiene que estar manejado por mano 
humana. Hasta que no aparecen esos gastos yo no los computo, no los contabilizo 
solo contabilizo el gasto real. Y es verdad que hay que llevar servicios pero de 
otra forma. Ese problema se vivió en su día entre los arquitectos y el agente del 
territorio. El arquitecto decía que la fórmula para que la sociedad fuera a la ciudad 
y que fuera más barata es que hubiera un solo edificio muy alto, porque entonces 
el camión de la basura recorría 100 metros y ¿cuando lleguen las llamas, cómo 
hacemos? Subimos todos para arriba. El territorio hay que ocuparlo, debe haber 
acción humana. Se justifica el rascacielo porque el camión de la basura sólo tiene 
que hacer medio kilómetro. Efectivamente. Pero si yo estoy en el territorio, estoy 
ocupando y en la medida en que estoy ocupando el territorio y al ser el ser humano 
depredador, pues estoy manteniendo un equilibrio razonable. Si yo dejo todo lo 
demás, la acción humana va a ser catastrófica. Habría que auditar los resultados. 

El problema es que implantar el modelo de gestión privada va contranatura. De hecho, 
cuando hubo esa rebelión de vecinos y de pueblos al nivel que la hubo, cuando las 
personas que manejan, que cuidan, que conservan el territorio son las que se rebelan, 
es que algo se está haciendo mal. ¿Qué pasa? Que la metodología normal es que tú 
estudies tres alternativas: 1. El modelo actual. 2. Un modelo por el cual yo lo que hago 
es incentivar, ayudar y potenciar el uso rural. 3. El modelo alternativo, que es eliminarlo. 
Se deben estudiar esos tres escenarios pero esto ya no se hace en el mundo actual 
porque hay un prejuicio previo que dice que cuanto más ahorre mejor y que el mundo 
rural además no es rentable a corto plazo, que es como se miden los resultados. Eso 
no me da resultados así que sólo hay una alternativa. Eliminar ese coste. Eso pasa 
en el sector forestal. Es decir, en Galicia, en la mayoría de los montes vecinales se 
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mantenía una fórmula de convenio razonable. La Administración invierte dinero y lo 
recupera vía ventas. Bueno, son comunidades que tienen pocos medios humanos y la 
Administración decide abandonar la gestión y dejarla en manos de empresas privadas 
pero el mundo rural, en muchos casos, no está preparado para la llegada de la 
empresa privada. La empresa privada es mucho más voraz, mucho más severa. Llegan 
a comunidades donde estamos hablando de comunidades locales, que son 10 o 12 
personas mayores. Entonces sí, a corto plazo les ofrecen algo que a medio plazo es 
catastrófico posiblemente las personas lo aceptan porque su expectativa de vida son 
cinco años. El 40% de los montes vecinales los va a gestionar una empresa papelera. 

¿Qué papel juegan las leyes en la protección de la vida 
rural y del aprovechamiento colectivo?

Calixto: Tenemos unos abogados que con la Ley del 68 crearon con un simple 
cambio normativo algo enorme, luego tienen que darse dinámicas sociales. Primero 
bebieron de las fuentes, es decir aprendieron y, segundo, se dieron cuenta de que, 
efectivamente, había un error histórico desde el punto de vista normativo y legislativo 
y que además atendía muy bien a la realidad social y a las expectativas de futuro 
que se daban. Antes hablé de Nieto, que es algo que me sorprendió cuando lo leí en 
los años 80, que un administrativo que nace de una escuela que básicamente viene 
del aprendizaje del derecho administrativo francés, en un momento determinado se 
empapa del conocimiento de los montes vecinales y cuando le dice que en España no 
hay tradición, él dice, si no la hay, la obligamos. O sea, él mismo se da cuenta de que la 
norma es necesaria porque solo se pueden gestionar los recursos naturales a través de 
comunidades locales cada vez más fuertes, más empoderadas. Él mismo entiende que 
se debe obligar a programar para bien y para que las comunidades locales sean las 
titulares potenciando en las comunidades locales el aprovechamiento de sus recursos. 

Entonces, ¿qué tiene que hacer la ley? Para mí fundamentalmente dos cosas: 
primero, obligar lo que hasta ahora se dijo. Las administraciones públicas tienen 
la obligación de reconocer esa titularidad de los locales. Segundo, todos los 
recursos que a día de hoy son extractivos, es decir se los lleva el mejor postor en 
una subasta, que pasen a ser recursos de las propias comunidades locales y a 
partir de ahí, evidentemente darles apoyo. No hay ninguna duda. En zonas donde 
se ha perdido durante 150 años el vínculo con el territorio, pues tendré que darle 
apoyo de gobernanza. A partir de ahí, evidentemente yo puedo obligar a que el 
recurso eólico sea de una comunidad. Es decir, el recurso eólico a día de hoy lo 
va a desarrollar una empresa pero a partir de ahora yo te digo: desarrolla tú el 
recurso porque tú tienes la tecnología y la capacidad económica. El pueblo no, 
pero llega a un acuerdo con la comunidad y así se va a hacer un reparto justo 
del valor de eso. La comunidad local se sentará y a la primera a lo mejor negocia 
mal. La segunda le dirá pues mira, yo creo que a mí me corresponde el 20% 
de este rendimiento y además con eso voy a hacer una escuela, voy a traer dos 
empleados, voy a generar riqueza dentro de la propia comunidad porque no se 
trata de recursos individuales, son recursos colectivos. Entonces, con cuatro o 
cinco cambios normativos, lógicamente acompañados de su debida ejecución, 
se podría hacer una transformación enorme. No creo que la veamos. Es una 
conquista social importante. Aprobar la Constitución española fue aprobar ciento 
y pico artículos. Era un trabajo muy fácil, pero es un cambio social enorme. 
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¿En las facultades de derecho se explica esta realidad?

Calixto: No se quiere y aquí hay un problema de base por lo que te comentaba, 
es decir, se crea un modelo que básicamente parte de un prejuicio. En el Estado 
moderno se piensa que se tienen que tener actores individuales y fiables 
porque un pueblo, una aldea o una comunidad, es un agente imprevisible, no 
es manipulable y por tanto no se inserta bien en la cadena. Imagina que la 
comunidad de Xuan decide algo, pues sus acciones no entran en el sistema 
encadenado, entran por libre y eso no es cómodo para un Estado moderno. 
Eso solo cabe en un modelo de Estado completamente distinto del actual. 

Xuan: En un estado al servicio de la ciudadanía. 

Calixto:  Efectivamente. Entonces esa es la situación ahora. Hacer los cambios 
normativos nos lleva a lo que lleva esta entrevista. Ejecutar esos cambios, 
se hace con una acción de la Administración pero estamos hablando de 
una transformación enorme dentro de todo el modelo económico. 

Realmente, existen muy pocos bufetes de abogados que se especialicen 
en la defensa de tierras comunales. ¿Es un área que no interesa?

Calixto: Realmente no existen. En Galicia sí que hay, porque es verdad que sí 
subyacen litigios en relación a la propiedad de la tierra porque es una propiedad 
privada. En la Administración pública no existe. Nosotros trabajamos en la parte 
de derecho público y hacemos inventarios. Para la Administración pública fuera 
de Galicia, los montes son algo que no tiene mayor importancia. Para ellos esas 
comunidades son un problema que tienen ahí y que se resuelve como hemos dicho 
con gestión privada. Es un recurso ocioso y cuando se aburren lo sacan a subasta. 

¿No resulta curioso que el Estado hable de una transición ecológica y que las 
comunidades rurales no sean interlocutoras válidas en las mesas de negociación?

Calixto: El proceso cambia el modelo económico o cambia las fuentes de energía, 
pero no cambia a los que soportan todo eso. Si yo voy a hacer creer que la energía 
tiene que proceder de una fuente como la biomasa o de una fuente como el aire 
que está en el monte, lo normal es que la gran inversión, la canalización de los 
fondos europeos, los haga con las aldeas, que son los titulares de ese recurso, o 
los titulares de los montes. Pero no porque lo hago con una empresa de energía 
que es quien no tiene el recurso disponible. Lo que sí tienen es el capital para 
invertir. Lo siguiente que me va a pedir es que le ponga los recursos a su disposición 
porque tampoco nos engañemos, esto funciona así. Yo quiero coger madera y 
convertirla en energía. Si yo quiero realmente ir a la base, yo me reúno con todas 
las comunidades locales y les digo: miren, vamos a inyectar 50 mil millones de la 
Unión Europea para crear plantaciones y las van a gestionar las comunidades locales. 
Parece lo más intuitivo, lo que cualquiera de nosotros haríamos. Pero no, yo como 
Administración pública me reúno con una gran empresa eléctrica y la gran empresa 
eléctrica me dice: tú tienes el dinero disponible para sumarlo al que yo tengo para 
hacer ese proyecto. Y ahí ya estamos manejando la cosa mal, porque nadie que 
esté en esa conversación tiene el recurso y a partir de ahí la empresa le dice a la 
Administración, lo hago a cambio de que tú me pongas el recurso a disposición. El 
Estado entonces dice: no te preocupes, todo eso lo tengo en inventarios. Mañana te 
lo pongo a disposición. Estamos haciéndolo todo al revés. El modelo es el mismo. 



/#357 Iniciativas Comunales
Constelación 
de los comunes

¿Qué ocurriría si desapareciera completamente la agricultura y la ganadería?

Calixto: Se colapsaría el conjunto. 

Xuan: Bueno, habría unos cuantos siglos de caos, de aumento de los 
incendios descontrolados de un territorio. Sería otra cosa. Esa primera 
fase es casi fácil de predecir porque ya la tenemos aquí.

Calixto: Lo tenemos ya representado en alguna película. Si realmente 
lo que queremos es medir en un modelo y con una ley eficiente, 
racional pues hacemos un Marte. Quemamos todo y a ver.

Xuan: Si extirpamos a toda la humanidad, es un experimento hasta bonito. Ver cómo 
la naturaleza ocupa de una manera un territorio sin lo que deja de impronta el hacer 
del ser humano, en lo bueno y en lo malo. Porque el ser humano parece que es malo 
en la naturaleza, enlazándolo con ese concepto del antropoceno Habría que distinguir 
qué anthropos. No el que metafóricamente yo llamo “el indio”, el nativo del lugar que 
es el que vive en armonía con el territorio, utilizándolo pero también respetando las 
normas que hacen que eso pueda seguir funcional; o el que deriva de este modelo 
extractivo sin ton ni son, que lo único que quiere es un rendimiento artificial. 

Calixto: Y a ver. Luego Europa y Estados Unidos, a nivel de territorios, son muy 
distintos y aquí tenemos unas densidades de población enormes. En Europa hay un 
concepto muy interesante que es el de paisaje campesino. En Europa es inevitable 
la acción humana. Es decir, la densidad de población, quitando algunas zonas ya 
en el límite con Asia, la acción humana es tan severa que abandonar el territorio no 
es una alternativa. El territorio tiene que estar ocupado y tiene que estar manejado 
de forma tradicional, es decir, con un manejo no tan intensivo. Posiblemente, en 
algunas zonas de América todavía sea posible que haya paisajes naturales y por 
tanto donde no haya acción humana. Pero aquí, hacer un parque nacional que tiene 
una carretera, una línea de tensión a 150 metros a un kilómetro, pues te entra la risa. 
No hay tamaño, no hay escala para que pueda haber espacios de crecimiento de 
vegetación natural. O eso o empezamos a reducir la población de una forma tremenda. 

¿Qué papel cumplen las protestas sociales en la transformación del sistema? 

Calixto: Bueno, las protestas sirven para todo. La ley no es nada, la ley es un papel. Es 
decir, no hay ley si no hay una reivindicación social. La ley es fruto de la reivindicación 
social. El poder lo da la ciudadanía. Es justamente al contrario, es decir, la ley no tiene 
ningún poder. Evidentemente, el problema es que no todos pesamos lo mismo a la 
hora de imponernos, pero no nos engañemos. Hay gente que dice, es que mi voto 
no vale tanto como el de un millonario. Vale distinto, pero el tuyo también vale. 

Por tanto, la norma es la expresión del conjunto de la sociedad en el conjunto de las 
sociedades democráticas. Y si estamos en sociedades no democráticas, será entonces 
del conjunto de un núcleo más reducido de personas. Por lo tanto, si no hay base 
social, no hay normas. La norma es escribir un papel. La norma es lo que hacemos 
los abogados, que somos leguleyos, la escribimos o la intentamos escribir bien o 
mal, según nos convenga. Pero realmente lo que hay es una base social. Es decir, 
lo importante para una persona que viene al mundo jurídico es ser un activista. Lo 
digo en el buen sentido. Eso no quiere decir que vaya a quemar contenedores, ¡ojo! 
Pero sí debo creer en el bien común y creer que las normas tienen que ir hacia eso. 
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Evidentemente, en la aplicación del derecho tenemos que creer en la norma escrita, 
en la jurisprudencia. Pero cuando tú quieres ir más allá, tú tienes que pensar en cómo 
sería la ley idónea y por lo tanto tienes que ser activista en eso. Cuando te presentas 
en un tribunal, lógicamente tienes que ser honesto y tienes que enjuiciar conforme 
a la ley actual, pero nunca dejar de exponer cuál sería el marco jurídico adecuado. 

¿Dónde queda la línea que determina la diferencia entre una ley justa e injusta?

Calixto: Pues posiblemente en los resultados. Es difícil pero a ver, en el derecho 
natural nos ponen a todos unos límites en donde hay circunstancias que conocemos 
que son por esencia injustas. Realmente las leyes justas son las que tienden a hacer 
una sociedad mejor, más humana. Todas esas normas son buenas, las que mejoran 
las cosas y las que no lo mejoran son leyes peores. A partir de ahí también, ¿qué es 
mejorar y no mejorar? Pues tenemos que tener herramientas para medirlo. Por otro 
lado, los datos disgregados a veces no dan información pero cada uno tenemos una 
conciencia, una percepción que es fruto de nuestros valores. Por lo tanto, si tú percibes 
que algo ha mejorado, es una norma buena o una norma justa. Si tú percibes que algo 
ha empeorado y que crea más desigualdades, eso es algo injusto o debería ser así.

La Constelación de los Comunes se abre como espacio de buenas noticias, 
¿qué noticia puedes compartir para ampliar este horizonte propositivo?

Calixto:  Que yo estoy convencido. En el caso de Asturias, ya que estamos aquí, de que 
Asturias, los pueblos, las aldeas, van a recuperar la titularidad de sus montes y que 
además estoy convencido que eso va a mejorar muchísimo las economías locales. No 
sé si las facturas que salgan con IVA, pero si las economías locales. Claro, porque son 
dos cosas muy diferentes. Hay un librito muy simpático que es una publicación que 
hace un interventor general del Estado cuando justifica el primer plan forestal, que dice 
que realmente esas aldeas son una ruina porque los ingresos y las rentas son cero. 
Fíjate qué osadía porque estamos hablando de aldeas totalmente pobladas donde 
vivíamos; la gente no se moría de hambre, es decir, vivían muchísimas poblaciones. 

Entonces, ¿cómo puede un señor que tenga una mínima formación económica en 
una aldea en la que están viviendo 200 personas, decir que los ingresos de las 
200 personas derivadas de la tierra y de los cultivos son cero? Pues se trata de un 
problema económico que no lo tienes bien contabilizado porque comerán todos 
los días y eso que comen también es renta, aunque no pase por el IVA. También 
escribió que la producción forestal era un porcentaje y que garantizaba 14 empleos. 
Él acaba de decir que vivían 200 personas en ese núcleo de población y los 200 no 
se morían de hambre. Vivían y se garantizaban 12 puestos de trabajo, con lo cual 
se había cargado de los 200 a los 12 y él no se daba cuenta de que eso era una 
paradoja, que evidentemente estaba en un error, que era un problema de contabilidad, 
de ser mal contable. Entonces, en Asturias la buena noticia es que yo creo que 
eso va a mejorar, sin duda. Sin duda la gestión del monte va a generar riqueza. Y 
posiblemente, incluso si hay apoyo por parte de las Administraciones públicas, va a 
atraer población al mundo rural, que en Asturias es muy necesario. Quiero pensar 
que, efectivamente, se pueda parar al menos el proceso de desafectación. Es verdad 
que hay un proceso salvaje en este momento de desafectación lanzado por el 
capital, bien sean empresas extractivas o renovables. Es un proceso muy complejo 
de ocupación del territorio para grandes inversiones. Quiero pensar que se pueda 
parar. Quiero pensar que en algún momento incluso se puedan recuperar en algunas 
zonas formas de gobernanza comunitaria y que sean los mimbres para que en un 



/#359 Iniciativas Comunales
Constelación 
de los comunes

futuro puedan llegar a recuperarse. Pero te digo esto y también reconozco que en 
el conjunto de España el proceso es complejo. También es verdad que en Europa sí 
que hay proyectos muy interesantes. Están insertando fórmulas que están haciendo 
cosas. Europa también tiene otra sensibilidad, otro P.I.B. Todo eso es más difícil. 

Xuan: La buena noticia es que el ser humano a una escala correcta lo reinventaría 
todo esto. Entonces donde no existe, si tú pones los mimbres de una comunidad que 
tenga un interés común, y no estoy llamando a nada federal ni a nada estatal para 
resolver el problema, se va a reinventar. Porque es lo que somos. Es como si vivimos 
sentados dos generaciones y pensamos que no podemos andar. !Levántate y anda!

Teniendo en cuenta el momento de crisis que estamos atravesando, el 
clima de precarización de las condiciones materiales de vida y el tiempo 
de desafecto político, ¿qué mantiene vivo el motor de tu compromiso?

Calixto: Bueno, como todos, me imagino que habrán dicho que tenemos momentos 
buenos y malos. Te gustan las cosas y te ilusionas por ellas. Y a partir de ahí caminas. 
Es decir, tú crees que es bueno y eres consciente. Con los años vas siendo consciente 
de que muchas cosas que tú crees saber tienes que relativizar. Sabes que hay 
posiciones encontradas y a veces tú crees que una cosa es buena y hay gente que 
piensa lo contrario. Yo me lo tomo con mucho sentido del humor. Soy consciente de 
que el mundo va a una velocidad, que yo pienso de otra manera, que seguramente 
todos tenemos un poco de razón. Pero es verdad que a mí mientras no me demuestren 
lo contrario tengo mi forma de entenderlo, de pensar. Yo soy un defensor acérrimo 
de lo contrario y luego no tengo fácil porque la mayoría de la gente con la que me 
reúno piensa como yo, con lo cual somos endogámicos. Ya estamos convencidos 
todos de que esto es lo mejor. Creo que es lo correcto y por lo tanto lo defiendo y me 
ilusiono pensando que es lo correcto. Y seguramente en muchas de las cosas a veces 
no tendremos toda la razón. Es decir, esto es demasiado complejo como para que 
sea tan fácil como lo planteo yo, pero te ilusionas porque crees que es lo correcto. 
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No se trataba de hablar “sobre” las comunidades sino “con” ellas y 
“desde” ellas, por lo que había que contar esta historia desde esa premisa 
ética de quien se sabe compañera de camino y no su inventora.
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