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I would like to start with a story about a recent eviction that happened in September 
2011. It was in the Basque country. Its name was Kukutza (Gaztetxe, in Bilbao). It 
was an internationally resounded eviction because this squat lasted for 13 years. 
Thirteen years is a lot of time. It was the third incarnation, the other ones were just a 
few days. There is another squat in Barcelona which is still a squat after more than 25
years or something like that. It's Kasa de la Muntanya. These are just a few examples 
that squatting is possible and sometimes can last for a long time without being legal. 

But of course I agree that the nature of squats in general is a temporary one. It's 
something that lasts a few days, few weeks, few months, sometimes a few years, but 
nobody who squats expects to live the rest of their lives in a squat. Sometimes it 
happens that you have chances, opportunities, to remain, to be legal, to make a deal 
with the owner, with the municipality, with the state. It doesn't matter. There are too 
many options. But they are only open once you are squatting, once you are 
participating in a direct action against private property. So for me this is the main 
lesson I learned when I was a student, and I joined the movement, and I said: Okay, 
this is a wonderful political thing. However, I would like to stress a little bit what is 
political squatting, and if it is there any difference with social squatting, other types of
squatting. 

In the case of Spain, as you know we had a dictatorship for 40 years, and after the 
dictatorship, during the so called "transition" to democracy in the late '70s, there was 
a very powerful citizen-neighborhood movement trying to promote change in the 
political system. Suddenly, in the early '80s a great part of this neighborhood 
movement disappeared. At that moment young people had not too many references, 
and one of the main movements which started at that period in the mid-'80s was the 
squatters' movement. But it was not the first time that squatting occurred in Spanish 
life. During the transition to democracy, the anarchists' union – there was only one at 
the moment; they split in 1979 into three or four branches - at that moment they 
decided to squat as a tactic to reclaim their buildings that they couldn't recover after 
the dictatorship. Because they had a big stock of buildings before the dictatorship, the
same or more than other labor unions, but they didn't have the right to recover their 
estates. So they started to squat. In that case, they only wanted their property back. 
And that was a good reference for the new generation of political activists, because 
they reclaimed squatting as part of this anarchist tradition, but the squatters 
movement, as the anti-militarists, or the feminist movement, were not or cannot be 
identified as anarchists only. This is just one of their multiple political traditions and 
sources.

The thing is that the experiences of the squatters in other European countries – the 
Netherlands, Germany, and especially in Italy – were the main example for this new 
generation of people without political fathers, so they decided to imitate most of the 
experiences of social centers and political squatting in these countries. Housing was 
not a real problem at that moment, in the first '80s, but housing was one of the 
options for squatters. For me, one of my arguments always in trying to understand 
this history is that social centers were the core aspect of the movement, of the 
squatters' movement. Some activists were also squatting houses, some activists never



squatted houses. There was also squatting of houses apart from the movement, 
because squatting houses was also a tradition for some minorities, like the gypsies, 
for example. But they were organized by themselves. And they have no clear 
connection with the political squatters. Even sometimes there were fights against 
both. It depends on the place. So, since the mid-'80s, the movement started to grow, 
and it acquired a great strength due to the legal situation at that moment which was 
very favorable to the movement. It was not a crime. It was just a civil offense. So the 
movement also started close relationships with other social movements, which also 
were active at that period: the environmental one, the peace movement, the feminist 
movement, and some of the students movements, of course. 

What happened then? In 1995, the so called progressive government of the Socialist 
Party (PSOE), which was ruling the country from 1982 until 1996, promoted a new 
penal code. They decided to eliminate all of these radical European political 
movements, like the squatters' one. There were squats, squatted houses and squatted
social centers in most of the cities in Spain at that moment, in 1995, but the new 
penal code was passed, so in 1996 it was a crime. The curious thing was that, facing 
this new repression of the movement, the movement decided to react by trying to 
occupy more and more. And these years, between 1995 and 1998 there was a huge 
heyday of the squatters' movement in Spain as a reaction against this new 
criminalization of squatting. The first one of the most famous cases was in Barcelona, 
the Cine Princesa, which was a huge battle against the police. The biggest 
demonstration ever in Spain defending the squatters also took place at the end of 
1996. Finally, most of the people were condemned in principal, although they appeal 
to a superior tribunal, and finally all of them were absolved. Nobody went to jail, even
when the new crime in the law said that you can be sentenced from three to six 
months in jail. Only in case you have previous sentences, you could be imprisoned. 
Otherwise you would have to pay a fine. 

So the new situation was that squatting, even after this criminalization, still was going
on. And in some cities, like Barcelona, also increased a lot. Some other cities 
experienced a decline because the repression was also always a threat. But the 
important thing is that no political squatters went to jail, at least to my knowledge. 
Maybe there are some few places which are not too visible, but in most of the cases 
there was a huge debate in the society and there were several campaigns among the 
squatters, and different organizations which supported the squatters, who argued that
it was very strange to consider squatting as a crime, like all the crimes against life, 
basic rules or basic rights of people. So this debate finally had an effect. 

However, the bad news is that most of the squats were evicted anyway. Because in 
Spain there is a legal procedure, which is called the summary eviction, that means 
that once the owner goes to the court and asks for the property back, then it is up to 
the judge whether to order a summary eviction, that means a quick eviction, or to 
delay the process. Quick evictions, then, in the first days of a squat being publicly 
known, can occur even before the lawsuit is complete. Sometimes, after the eviction 
you can also be called to the court to defend your rights. There is no way you are ever
going to recover the building or the house. But anyway, in spite of that situation, the 
case is that we are still putting squatting into practice. Even when you are facing that 
you can be evicted in two weeks or two days it doesn't matter. I think these are very 
good news too. 

And just to finish this very summary presentation, last May 2011, when the M15 
movement gained all of this resonance in the public opinion because the protests 
against the cuts, squatting at the beginning was a marginal movement, we can say, 



but after several weeks of this M15 or Occupy-like movement, the thing was that 
some neighborhood assemblies that were initiated at this time started to squat, to 
squat again, and to squat with new styles of squatting, trying to connect all of their 
experience as self-organizers promoting direct democracy, and also taking the 
experience of previous social centers as non-commercial places, and also as struggles 
against urban speculation and private property and inequality of wealth in general and
capitalism. They, some of these organizations and assemblies, also joined the 
squatters. Some of them became part of old social centers. Some of them were 
helping people to squat houses when they were foreclosed, evicted from their houses 
because they couldn't pay the mortgage, and some of them even opened new squats. 
That was a huge way for new squatting, particularly in Madrid, Barcelona, Seville, 
Cadiz and many more cities all over Spain. I think this is a very valuable thing 
because we also experienced during the '90s this conflict about being considered in a 
ghetto of marginal people, very political, anarchists, autonomists or marxists, 
whatever, but there were also many debates among the squatters, in order to open 
them, in order to be more contaminated with other struggles, other social 
movements, neighborhoods, etc. And this new movement, this M15 movement, was 
also a great opportunity to also achieve this goal. I think it was also very successful 
and helped to put squatting again at the foreground. 


