
 

  
 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Introduction 

 
Urbanization means demographic growth, economic concentration, a particular way of life, and 
the artificialization of land – a process that entails removing soil, leveling, parceling and            
urbanizing. This process is of interest because it allows for an analysis at different scales 
(Piñeira Mantiñán 2010). This is the reason why ever since the real estate bubble in Spain  
began showing alarming signs, and after it burst in 2008, numerous geographers have studied 
the phenomenon and analysed its impact on the worsening of our nation’s economic-financial 
crisis (Bellet Sanfeliu 2007, Brandis García 2007, Burriel De Orueta 2008, Murray Mas and 
Blázquez Salom 2009, Ocaña Ocaña 2009, García 2010, Piñeira Mantiñán 2010, Romero 
2010, Gómez Moreno 2011, Lois González and Piñeira Mantiñán 2011, Troitiño Vinuesa 2011, 
Rullán Salamanca 2012, Charnock et al. 2014).  
 
Most studies involve regions where speculative urban growth was most intense (EEA 2010, Green-
peace 2010, Lois González and Piñeira Mantiñán 2011). Urban growth, in a process clearly           
described by classic authors (Harvey 1985, Marx 2000), has adjusted itself to the theory of the 
circuits of capital (Harvey 1985, Davies 1989, Rullán Salamanca 2012), by which excess capital in 
circulation is directed towards the secondary circuit of capital. Thus, the direct relationship between 
urbanization and the processes of capital accumulation is justified to the extent that if masses of 
fixed capital are mobilized for the construction of homes and large infrastructures, the advent of 
problems of excess capital are postponed. This explains the fact that while the construction sector 
in Spain made up 4.7% of GDP in 1997, ten years later this figure had risen to 9.3%, an increment 
which drove an unprecedented urban expansion financed by means of massive projects                   
undertaken to satisfy a heterogeneous demand within the framework of an expanded concept of 
homeowners (Romero 2010, Rodríguez López and López Hernández 2010). 
 
The real estate crisis in Spain has resulted in a general crisis. Extravagant land development and 
construction projects have ended up in default, bankruptcy or contraction of the companies. The 
urbanizing tsunami (Gaja i Diaz 2008) has destroyed the traditional system of savings and loan 
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associations which were directly involved in the speculative financing of residential urbanization 
(Rullán Salamanca 2012). Consequently, the previous ease with which credit could be obtained 
has turned into strict restrictions, a noticeable increase in defaults, and a dramatic increase in the 
number of foreclosures. 
 
In view of these factors, we might speak of a Spanish singularity within the global economic crisis 
emerged in 2008. A large part of the crisis in Spain emanated from the property sector: the           
collapse of a part of the financial system dragged down by the failing construction businesses; the 
thousands of families unable to keep up with their mortgage payments; rising unemployment,            
particularly among unqualified young people of working age previously employed in the public and 
private construction trades; the proliferation of vacant plots of land, and so on. In fact, the unique 
features of urbanization in Spain (Muñoz 2003, Méndez Gutiérrez 2013, Charnock et al. 2014) 
have afforded the crisis a distinctly property and mortgage-based slant: similar in some ways to 
what unfolded in the United States and Ireland (Aalbers 2009), but differing substantially from other 
examples of the crisis closer to home, such as France, Portugal and Italy. As it happens, and as 
indicated in a number of recent studies, innovation and creation does not feature heavily in the 
economic structure of most Spanish cities (Sánchez-Moral et al. 2014) and there are major                 
differences in their production bases and in the structure of local job markets. 
 
The extended crisis has developed into a model analysed in depth. This is the reason why this 
article investigates the subject. It does so, however, following the theoretical approximation                 
formulated by D. Harvey (1985). This article seeks to systemize the underlying causes of the           
property crisis in Spain since 2008. This characterization will then allow for comparisons to be 
made on an international scale. Secondly, we will attempt to verify whether theories on the subject 
of capital circuits remain relevant today. A third objective is to review the most significant literature 
on the Spanish case so as to provide an up-to-date report on the state of play in relation to the 
issue. Lastly, we will show a direct correlation between the speculative land development process 
and the new territorial lay-out of the current urban and metropolitan system in Spain. 
 

Methodology  
 

The secondary circuit of capital accumulation and the territorial dimension of late capitalism 
 
Harvey, following Marx, refers to the existence of three circuits of capital accumulation (Harvey 
1982). The basis of the circuit of accumulation is constituted by the primary circuit of capital: the 
production of surplus value and its interrelation with the consumption of merchandize allowing           
capitalists to obtain surplus value, while consumption allows for the reproduction of the work force. 
As a result of their labour, workers also accumulate savings. The financial system captures the 
capitalists’ surpluses and savings, and then transforms these into new financial products which 
allow a reinvestment in different capital circuits (primary, secondary and/or tertiary). Consequently, 
it can be stated that the dynamics of accumulation of the capitalist system consists of the                
reinvestment of surplus capital because, otherwise, the logic of accumulation ceases to function. 
 
From Harvey’s point of view (2008), the politics of capitalism are shaped by the need to find             
profitable terrains for capital-surplus production and absorption. Within this need, the capitalist  
faces a number of barriers to continuous and trouble-free expansion: labour and wages, means of 
production, natural resources, purchasing power and profit rates (Harvey 2008). Secondly,                      
capitalists must discover “new means of production in general and natural resources in                      
particular” (Harvey 2008: 24). Thirdly, “if there is not enough purchasing power, then new markets 
must be found by expanding foreign trade, promoting novel products and lifestyles, creating new 
credit instruments, and debt-financing state and private expenditures” (Harvey 2008: 24). If the 
profit rate is too low, the solution is found through state regulation, monopolization and capital          
exports. When these barriers cannot be circumvented, capitalists are unable to reinvest their            
surplus product profitably, and capital accumulation is thus blocked (Harvey 2008). 
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This is the reason why this model reflects a tendency to generate crises of overaccumulation. 
When difficulties exist for investing capital-surplus, the market becomes saturated, prices and profit 
rates decrease, while at the same time causing an excess of labour and an increase in the rate of 
exploitation of the labour force (Harvey 2008). 
 
Nevertheless, profits can be reinvested into either the secondary or tertiary circuit of accumulation. 
The second circuit is composed of fixed capital and the consumption fund. Fixed capital is made up 
of the production of durable goods and the built environment (e.g., homes). The secondary circuit 
of capital is made up of capital which has been turned into fixed assets and the framework of the 
consumption fund (Harvey 1985). Its reason for existence is the extension of the accumulation 
cycle by investing surplus capital to obtain long-term benefits, thus delaying a systematic crisis. 
This circuit has two fundamental implications. In the first place, fixed capital is immobile. Secondly, 
the investment in the built environment implies the creation of a whole physical space for the                
purpose of production, circulation, interchange and consumption (Garcia 2010). This is where the 
circuits of capital create the space where the role of the city is situated within capitalism, becoming 
a mechanism of absorption of surplus capital (Vives Miró 2013). This is the phenomenon Harvey 
has called spatio-temporal 'fix', and the basic idea is that the surplus of labour and capital derived 
from overaccumulation within a given territory can potentially “be absorbed by (a) temporal               
displacement through investment in long-term capital projects or social expenditures […],              
(b) spatial displacements through opening up new markets, new production capacities, and new 
resource, social and labour possibilities elsewhere, or (c) some combination of (a) and (b)” (Harvey 
2004: 64).  
 
Finally, to complete the circulation of general capital, one must keep in mind that the reinvestment 
of surpluses can also be absorbed by the tertiary circuit of capital. This includes investments in 
science and technology and the social costs having to do mainly with the processes of the              
reproduction of the labour force. 
 
The process in which capital changes from the productive circuit to the production of the built           
environment or the tertiary circuit with the purpose of delaying the emergence of the crisis of             
overaccumulation has been called capital switching (Harvey 1982). In other words, when problems 
of overaccumulation begin to appear within the productive sphere, investment is substantially 
“switched” toward the built environment (Christophers 2011).  
 
This switching of capital towards the built environment is facilitated by a series of institutions, 
particularly the credit system and the State (Smith 1984). On the one hand, investment in the 
built environment has been linked to the economy’s financialization, a process consisting in the 
“articulation of rent by means more related to finance than to wages, and the articulation of the 
economy by means of valuations that are more related to money than to                                   
production” (Rodríguez López and López Hernández 2010). On the other hand, the State 
boosts capital switching towards a built environment, which in the phase of late capitalism          
appears as a new type of urban governance (González 2007). The goal is the production of 
urban space coherent with processes of economic restructuring, while configuring territorial 
expression by means of policies directed fundamentally towards urban promotion and the                
development of the real estate market, something known as boosterism: the promotion of the 
image created of cities calling for investors of interurban competitiveness (González 2007). 
Private agents and urban elites incorporate themselves into this political role of the neoliberal 
city. While on the same subject, please note that the expression late capitalism stems from the 
term first popularized by E. Mandel (1975), as used many years later by F. Jameson (1991) 
and then incorporated into the critical social theory that has recently sprung up in Spain.  
 
Spain, during the late capitalist stage, as it was the case with other European countries, opted for 
the spatial solution of specializing its economy in the secondary circuit (Rodríguez López and 
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López Hernández 2010), giving way to a model of urban development based on financial and real 
estate speculation. Nevertheless, Spain’s model (Fig. 1) would become unique because the              
expansion of credit was the basis for the switch of capital towards the built environment.                     
Financialization thus affected the dynamics of expansion of the secondary circuit (Coq-Huelva 
2013). Low interest rates provided excellent conditions for the purchase of real estate and for the 
construction projects and urban developments. Tax legislation also favoured home ownership over 
renting. Laws favoured deregulation of land for building development, supposedly for lowering 
costs, although the effects were exactly the opposite since deregulation brought about an increase 
in land prices.  
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Fig. 1 – The circuits of capital and their incidence on Spain’s urbanization process 
Source: Elaborated by the authors based on Harvey (1982) 



 

 
 

 

As discussed, the Spanish model has offered some distinctive feature. Thus, although the influx of 
international capital during the years of economic growth associated with the housing bubble was 
significantly increased (Deloitte 2014), empirical studies show that its direct presence in the real 
estate and construction companies was very limited (Sánchez 2003). In this regard, it is noted that 
when building companies operate on a local or regional scale, they need to be considered as 
something close or national in most cases (Sánchez 2003). 
 
Within this context (2006), 18 000 new homes were built for every million inhabitants, as opposed 
to the 5000 average of the European Union. At the start of the crisis (2008), there were in Spain 
544 homes per one thousand inhabitants, as opposed to 537 in Germany (Fernández-Tabales and 
Cruz 2013). 
 
It can be said that the Spanish model was guided by the compass of profit which polarized the 
terrain into centres that attracted population, capital, resources, and areas for supply and for waste 
management, with its respective networks and staff. It was, furthermore, a model that supported an 
urban sprawl. It also homogenized construction typologies, abstracting itself from surrounding           
conditions and locally available materials (Naredo 2010). In conclusion, it was a quick and                
uncontrolled model of development that transformed existing urban realities, favouring processes 
of metropolization that completely modified the landscape. Since then, new home construction has 
fallen to less than 10% of the total recorded in 2006 during the height of the building boom. The 
number of transactions fell 53.6% between 2007 and 2010, a percentage surpassed only by          
Ireland (-68.21%) (Dol and Haffner 2010). 
 
Staying with the Spanish experience, a number of recent theoretical contributions to the subject 
have improved our understanding of the property bubble phenomenon and the resulting economic 
and financial crisis. Brenner et al. (2010) have developed a framework for interpreting the recent 
dimensions of the regulatory restructuring process within a context of tensions between               
neoliberalism and state control of economic activity. In fact, we ourselves have tied neoliberalism to 
deregulation, even though the differences between both terms have been spelled out recently 
(Aalbers 2015). In the case of Spain, both conservative and social democratic governments       
continued to champion the deregulation of land use from the end on the 1980s onward. It was   
believed that construction stimulated GDP growth and that the oversupply of housing would help 
lower prices. As already pointed out, property investment captured the minds of thousands upon 
thousands of people, as it was seen as a means of combining a tangible and unmovable asset with 
a fixed location with very high estimated returns (often overvalued) (Gotham 2006).   
  

Results  
 

The Peculiarities of Spain’s Accumulation Model:  
the artificialization of land through real estate speculation and major public projects 

 
Since 2008, Spain has been suffering from two overlapping crises: the one derived from the           
bursting of the real estate bubble, and the one generated by the international economic-financial 
crisis. According to Evans (2011), the depression was the result of two main factors: 1) the        
collapse of business credit, when the euro zone depended especially on international trade; 2) the 
problems faced by the banking sector, which brought about the collapse of credit for non-financial 
corporations due to the serious problems faced by the banking system. We must recall that it was 
this same banking system which played a leading role in financing the expansive cycle and the 
creation of liquidity necessary for the increase in housing prices (Rodríguez López and López   
Hernández 2010). 
 
The burst of the real estate bubble brought to light the processes of land financing and its                  
conversion into financial assets (particularly by way of mortgages), as well as the appearance of 
new ways of appropriating urban rent which ended up transforming the relationship between land 
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agents. Confronted with this situation, the government enacted new fiscal programs. Unfortunately, 
economic recovery would require severe government spending cuts and a new growth model of 
territorial planning. We cannot forget that prior administrations had vested interests to increase 
property prices as much as possible, thus triggering the effects of the “economy of growth” and 
employment in the real estate sector, as well as the “effects of wealth” that was behind a                 
skyrocketing consumer demand and growth of the economy as a whole (Rodríguez López and 
López Hernández 2010). 
 
Looking back in time, we can see that the roots for Spain’s growth model were the modernization 
programs set up during the Franco regime at the end of the 1950s. Franco wanted growth and thus 
invested in industrial facilities and equipment and also in bolstering mass tourism. Tourism also 
gave a boost to the building sector which had been suffering from a tendency towards hypertrophy 
(Romero 2010). Large public work projects were launched. Under the slogan “we want a nation of 
homeowners, not proletarians”, the virus of speculation was starting to set in. Construction                       
companies became consolidated, some of them giving way to large land development firms whose 
directors would become members of the boards of savings and loan associations (and certain 
banks) and who, during the dictatorship years, were able to infiltrate themselves into local                 
government to promote their own interests (Pareja Eastaway and San Martin Varo 2002).  
 
Following its entry into the European Union, Spain became part of the continent’s southern              
periphery, thus strengthening the dynamics of expansive growth and land artificialization. All the 
Southern European countries received considerable amounts of funds for improving                    
infrastructures, building new facilities, restoring old cities and industrial areas. European funds 
were used for the construction of thousands of non-residential buildings and all types of roadways. 
All this occurred at a time when grants were not strictly monitored. Spain’s integration into a united 
Europe also had the effect of bringing about an increase in the number of tourists and European 
residents along the coast. The expectations generated by this process encouraged the                
urbanization of new areas and the restoration of many towns. Net investment in real estate         
increased from 150 billion pesetas in 1985 to more than 300 billion in 1989 (Rodríguez López and 
López Hernández 2010). This social support of the urbanization model was the result of the belief 
that the purchase of real estate was the best possible investment, safer than bank deposits or  
investing in the stock market. 
 
The decade of the 1980s was thus marked by an unprecedented economic specialization, giving 
way to the first Spanish cycle of the so-called Keynesianism of Asset Prices (Rodríguez López and 
López Hernández 2010). It was a decade characterized by the appreciation in value of financial 
assets and real estate and by the rise in homeownership – which increased from 63% in 1971 to 
73% in 1981. It generated a new spatial fix in which the winners where those who maintained a 
privileged position with respect to the new regimen of accumulation based on tourism, finance and 
the real estate market (Rodríguez López and López Hernández 2010). Nevertheless, the decade 
of the 1990s would start off with a crisis, due mainly to the low competitiveness of the Spanish 
economy within the global market. The nation’s products were becoming more expensive and the 
trade deficit was already 6% of GDP. This lack of competitiveness was due to an overvaluation of 
the peseta, high interest rates and the uncontrolled use of public funds for the creation of public 
employment. The overvalue of the stock market ended up in a crash which was accompanied in 
1990 by a sudden halt in the rise of property prices (Rodríguez López and López Hernández 
2010). I would take until 1995 for Spain’s economy to enter once again into a growth cycle, a cycle 
lasting until 2007. 
 
During this new period of economic growth (1995 to 2007), known as the era of España va bien 
(Spain is doing well), the construction sector – an influential lobby composed of land owners, real 
estate developers, banks and savings and loan associations (Rullán Salamanca 2012) – created a 
comparative advantage on an international level in the real estate and tourist sectors due to the 
dual function of public investment in infrastructures: 1) it was a way of transferring capital to the 
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construction sector, which absorbed workers; 2) it served as an anticyclical mechanism. According 
to data from the Plan Estratégico de Infraestructuras y Transportes (Strategic Infrastructure and 
Transportation Plan) of 2004, Spain became one of the European Union countries with the highest 
percentage of GDP invested in the construction of new highways (1.7 to 1.8% in 2004, when the 
E.U. average was 0.85 to 1%) (OECD 2011).  
 
In geographical terms, the artificialization of land was the engine of economic progress and also a 
valuable generator of employment. Few had the courage to voice concerns over the uncontrolled 
building expansion and its subsequent impact on the landscape and the environment (AGE and 
Colegio de Geógrafos 2006, Greenpeace 2010), and their voices were quelled due to a continuous 
increase in GDP of approximate 4% and the creation of seven million new jobs. 
 
But in 2008 this model collapsed, and no alternative sectors for future economic progress have yet 
been found. We ask ourselves if the theory of the circuits of capital can explain this crisis, since the 
theory has associated this type of event to a depressive period following the model of the second 
phase accumulation (Harvey 1985, Davies 1989, Rullán Salamanca 2012). It is no coincidence 
that the European countries most specialized in the secondary circuit are also those suffering most 
from the current crisis (Férnández Durán 2006). It is evident, therefore, that Spain’s productive 
system must search for cutting-edge sectors to bring about short term as well as long term growth, 
possibly by resorting to a new phase of capital accumulation and reinvestment. 
 

The agents of urban space production 
 
It is possible to do a quick review of the main players in Spain’s urbanization process during the 
last twenty-five years. The classical groupings which have been elaborated at an international level 
are quite interesting (Capel Sáez 1983). The first group is made up of landowners who attempted 
to obtain the maximum profit on their lots by getting city councils to rezone them for development. 
On many occasions, developers purchased large tracts of land to put greater pressure on local 
governments and to negotiate with them from a more advantageous position. This has been one of 
the determining factors for analysing the increase in political corruption at the local level. 
 
During the period leading up to 2008, developers benefited from easy financing. From the           
mid-1990s onward, following recommendations from the different administrations that governed 
Spain (Rullán Salamanca 2012), credit flowed toward the real estate sector. Construction was 
done under favourable conditions, and vast profits resulted from elevated prices. During this              
period, capital was directed towards urbanization, benefitting a multitude of construction firms of 
different sizes. 
 
Another fundamental player was the financial system that backed the promotion, construction and 
financing of housing as part of a business they controlled from start to finish. Land prices increased 
across the country and so did the profits of developers and real estate firms. Housing prices rose 
higher every year, while the accounting books of the financial system showed profits in a virtuous 
circle of accumulation of capital and wealth which, nonetheless, hid the magnitude of a speculative 
bubble that would end up bursting in 2007-2008. 
 
Regarding the active players in Spain’s urbanization process, we must point out that the public 
sector was an accomplice in the process. Local governments promoted urbanization because they 
obtained copious profits from licenses and taxes. Regional governments supported developers in 
their quest for land deregulation under the rationale that urbanization generated employment and 
wealth. The national government was also at fault because starting in the mid-1990s it chose to 
couple Spain’s economic growth model with the deregulation of land and the housing boom. 
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The production of homes 
 
A turning point in Spain’s urban development came about in 1985 when the Decreto Boyer (Boyer 
Decree) gave an impulse to the housing sector, which sustained itself throughout these years due 
to numerous incentives for home purchases: reduction of interest rates, easy access to credit,    
deregulation of the rental market, as well as tax breaks for home buyers. In 2001, as well as in 
2011, homeownership represented 82.2% of the housing sector, almost ten percentage points 
higher than in 1981. This phenomenon continued in later years when the middle class became the 
target of developers, while home purchases by youngsters was encouraged with home-purchase 
savings accounts which offered higher interest rates than regular accounts, with the only                
requirement that a home be purchased within six years.  
 
Other factors also stimulated the housing sector: 1) Spain had become one of Europe’s main tour-
ist destinations; 2) salaries were increasing and the population was developing a preference for 
living in new urban developments. 
 
There are four variables allowing us to analyse this homebuilding boom: building permits, munici-
pal licenses, new home construction, and volume of transactions (Fig. 2). These variables reveal 
different range levels for the period 2000-2013 (data for transactions is limited to 2004-2012): 
 

- A tendency towards growth can be observed in all four variables until 2006. The outcome was 
a dramatic increase in the volume of new homes, reaching 2.5% in the period of 2001-2006 
(Rullán Salamanca 2012), which resulted in an increase in the number of homes from 17.2 
million in 1991 to 24.6 million in 2006. The provinces with the most intensive building activity 
were Madrid and Valencia, with more than 400 000 new homes, as well as many of the               
provinces along the coast and on the islands. 
 
- As of 2006, the tendency for all these variables is negative and it continues this way till the 
present time. Some clarifications are nevertheless called for: 

a) In 2007, the decline in the number of municipal licenses was more moderate than 
that recorded for the other three variables (14% as opposed to 20-24%), indicating that          
although the crisis had already set in, there was still a desire to continue building new homes. 

b) By 2008, the decrease became more abrupt, with a reduction of approximately         
55-57% in the number of permits, licenses and new homes. The decrease in the number of 
transactions was lower, at 34%, since at the time there was still a flow of capital because             
financial institutions had not yet moved toward the generalized credit freeze. 

 
From 2004-2006, we can observe the large gap between new home construction and the            
number of transactions. While the number of new homes was 664 923, the number of                   
transactions was only  248 258, meaning that for every transaction there were 2.7 new homes. 
As of 2009, there was a tendency for transactions to exceed the number of new homes due to 
the halt in the building sector, although there continued to be a considerable stock of new 
homes.  
 
During this expansive period, real estate property became the most important asset of Spanish 
families. In 2006, real estate assets made up approximately 70% of total wealth. There were more 
than 500 homes for every 1000 inhabitants. Even regions which suffered a net loss of population 
such as Castile and Extremadura had an increase in the number of homes in the range of 20-25%. 
Although there certainly was a demand for first homes as a result of the transformation of the tradi-
tional family units and the arrival of immigrants, the need for a main home was not enough to justify 
the high level of properties on offer (Mata Olmo 2007), nor can it explain the housing bubble for 
residential markets. 
 
According to the 2001 Housing Census, of the 20 946 554 homes existing in Spain, 67.7% 
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were first homes, 17.4% were second homes, and 14.8% remained empty. During the following 
decade, the number of homes reached 25.2 million, almost 4.3 million more than in 2001.  

The building boom was accompanied by a rise in home prices of approximately 12% between 
1997 and 2007 until an average of 2.085 euros/m2 in this last date. According to data from the      
Ministry of Public Works, in Madrid, Barcelona, Biscay and Gipuzkoa home prices surpassed 2600 
euros per square meter. 
 
The bursting of the property bubble resulted in the collapse of credit, the contraction of the building 
sector (664 923 new homes were built in 2006, but only 34 580 in 2012, with a decrease of 94.8%), 
a reduction in home sales (which fell 49.4% between 2006 and 2008), and an unemployment rate 
of 25.93% (National Statistics Institute 2014). By December 2012, there was a stock of 583 453 
unsold homes. Although prices had fallen 23.6% from their 2008 peak, they were still high 
(1466.90 euros per square meter), making it difficult to purchase a home, especially due to the 
severe credit crunch. Mortgages represent 76.77% of total home debt, and many of these              
mortgages surpass a home’s value because during the boom period banks overvalued housing 
prices by approximately 30%. The deficit generated from 1997 to 2007 was thus transferred from 
the State to the population. 
 
We can conclude, therefore, that Spain’s growth model and its “wealth effect” resulted in a 7% 
annual increase in private spending between 2000 and 2007, compared to 4.9% for the United 
Kingdom, 4% for France and Italy, and 1.8% for Germany. It also resulted in the employment of 
seven million people. The employment generated by the building sector (with a remarkable        
increase in the unqualified personnel) and the increase in consumption resulted in a growth rate of 
36%. 
 

The increase in artificial surface 
 
As a result of this model of economic growth (based on sectors of intensive land use), the                     
consolidation of urban sprawl and heavy investment in infrastructures, the number of artificialized 
spaces in Spain has grown dramatically since 1985. Of the 50 645 719 hectares which make up 
Spain’s surface, 1.6% consisted of artificialized spaces in 1987. Data offered by the CORINE Land 
Cover project show that between 1987 and 2000 artificialized surface increased 29.5%,                       
representing an annual increase of 13 000 hectares, while between 2000-2005 this rate was 
15.4%, representing an annual increase of 27 666 hectares. These figures place Spain (along with 
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Fig. 2 – Evolution of new home construction (permits, licenses and transactions) 
Source: Ministry of Public Works, Spain  



 

 
 

 

Ireland and Portugal) among the countries where artificialized surfaces have increased the most, 
with an annual rate of 1.9%. The regions with the highest percentage of land artificialization are 
Madrid (13.7%), the Canary Islands (6.5%), and the Balearic Islands (6.4%).  
 
Urban networks and infrastructures form the bulk of artificial surface. Urban networks increased 
from 581 116 hectares in 1987 to 661 300 in 2000. It is interesting to look at the evolution of the 
discontinuous urban network. In 1987 it was much smaller than the continuous urban network (253 
512 hectares versus 327 604 hectares); while in 2000 it was approximately equal to its total value 
(320 418 hectares versus 340 882 hectares). Nevertheless, it was not only housing which caused 
land artificialization, the construction of infrastructures also had an effect, having increased by 
149%; as well as the proliferation of sports and recreational facilities (134%), construction sites 
(115%), and industrial or commercial areas (59%). 
 
In later years, specifically between 2000 and 2005, the uses which represent the greatest level 
of land artificialization have coincided. Urban networks continued to be the main protagonists, 
although those of a discontinuous character were the ones which grew the most, registering an 
increase of 9%; while the compact ones only increased 3%. Roads, railways and related 
grounds increased 166%, and construction sites increased 173%. 
 
Finally, we must point out that the artificialization of coastal areas became evident during this 
period. On a national level, the artificialized surface of the first kilometre coastal strip repre-
sents 22.6% of total surface. It has grown 8% within one kilometre of the coast, and 11 % with-
in 10 kilometres. According to data furnished by the Ministry of Agriculture, Food and                      
Environment, the coastal region most affected is that of Valencia, with 42.9% of artificialized 
surface within one kilometre of the coast, and 15.2% within 10 kilometres; followed by Cataluña 
with 41.7% and 17.9%. 
 

Discussion 
 

The new territorial model of urban dominance in Spain 
 
As we have shown above, the vast majority of Spanish cities have been affected by the processes 
of urban expansion, processes which have determined the appearance of a new territorial model. 
This model has been thoroughly studied by Bruekner (2000), having evaluated the effects of urban 
sprawl and the possible solutions to its impact, and also by Salet et al. (2003), who have centred 
their studies on the decisions taken in metropolitan areas and the coordination of spatial policies in 
European urban regions. 
 
Within this model, the traditional cities have seen their immediate peripheries occupied by new 
residential and commercial complexes, thus acquiring an ever greater prominence (Ortega            
Delgado 2003). The concept of the traditional city diminishes and a new metropolitan reality                      
develops which we can define as a “city of cities”; in other words, an urban system in which each 
urban centre plays a role. 
 
Although each new urban reality responds to a different territorial logic, we can see that they are all 
supported by transportation networks (Brandis García 2007). During the last thirty years we have 
seen how peripheries have been transformed, how rural uses have been substituted for new ones. 
This is a dynamic that brings about the formal and functional homogenization among these areas 
of metropolitan expansion based on the localization of the characteristic uses of a dispersed              
urbanization. The low density urban model has been questioned for its efficiency and economic 
sustainability because it poses a greater economic load by increasing public expenses in the                   
provision of networks and services to residents (Nel.lo 2004). The urban expansion across low 
density areas is combined with the development of compact satellite towns of varying sizes or even 
groups of high rises in the peripheries. 
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We should point out that the metropolization process has affected not only large cities, but             
mid-sized cities as well (Fig. 3). As a result, within Spain’s current urban system we can distinguish 
between: 
 
- Large urban agglomerations/metropolitan areas such as Madrid, Barcelona, Valencia, Seville, 
Bilbao or Zaragoza, all of which have been conditioned to a greater or lesser extent by centrifugal 
movements of population towards municipalities around the metropolitan ring during the period 
between 1981-1991. This tendency continued during the period between 2001 and 2006 while the 
peripheral areas maintained the same degree of growth, although the central cities began                
recording positive values as a result of immigration. It is revealing to look at the evolution of density 
recorded for these spaces during the period 1991-2001, when Madrid’s peripheral municipalities 
recorded a growth of approximately 30%, while the central city recorded a decrease of over 10%. 
During the 2001-2006 period, the whole space maintained positive values. 

- Wide-spread coastal touristic developments which first attracted a large workforce and later at-
tracted tourists and both Spanish and foreign residents. We can differentiate sectors with                 
demographic increases of approximately 3% annually or higher, and densities of 500-1000 inhabit-
ants per square meter in areas between Malaga-Marbella; the sector from Cartagena to Castellon 
which includes Murcia, Valencia and Alicante; as well as the north-eastern sector of Tarragona-
Barcelona-Girona. 
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Fig. 3 – Metropolization processes of Spain’s main cities 
Source: Elaborated by the authors based on data from the 2011 Population Census  

(National Statistics Institute, Spain). 



 

 
 

 

- Conurbations, e.g., spaces in which the growth of several urban areas have brought about the 
merging of their peripheries, giving way to a continuous urban area in which each centre maintains 
its independence and individuality (Zoido et al. 2013). Clear examples are those formed by Gijon, 
Oviedo and Aviles; Tarragona-Reus, and Vigo-Pontevedra, among others. 
 
- Medium and small monocentric urban areas that coincide with the capitals of provinces or         
regions, which record positive population growth and maintain the classic city-region relationships 
(Calvo Palacios and Pueyo Campos 2008). Urban sprawl has also left its traces on these areas. 
Along the peripheries of cities, we find numerous urban developments of townhouses, which, in 
some cases, remain unsold because they were not the product of a realistic housing demand.  

 
We can therefore state that during the last twenty-five years we have witnessed a                     
generalization of the metropolization processes which have affected practically all Spanish         
cities and urban areas, although the degree of intensity was in line with the size of the central 
city. Thus, while large urban agglomerations recorded demographic and housing volume          
increases which reached second or third peripheral rings; in small cities the process was             
limited to the nearest municipalities. Finally, we should mention that along the coastal areas 
these urban expansion processes have contributed to the appearance of coastal conurbations 
where the classic cities are juxtaposed with their peripheries and the new residential areas 
which were built primarily for touristic purposes.  
 

Conclusions 
 
In this article, we have described the repercussions that the neoliberal model has had on the 
development of Spain’s cities and urban areas. With this objective in mind, we began by               
elaborating a theoretical description of the long waves of capitalist development, focusing our 
attention on the fourth wave, commonly denominated late capitalism. Spain’s boom and        
subsequent bursting of the housing bubble for residential markets took place within this fourth 
wave, following step by step the descriptions of authors such as Marx and Harvey of the             
secondary circuit of accumulation. This article’s whole analysis and its concrete descriptions 
are based on an analysis providing a perfect explanation for the events that occurred in Spain 
during the last decades.  
 
We have observed how the economic growth phase that started in Spain in the 1980s favoured 
the investment of excess capital in the secondary circuit, which was led by the building sector. 
The data we analysed has allowed us to show how the rule of the markets prevailed over the 
concept of territorial and urban planning based on cost/benefits and the rate of return invested 
capital. The main beneficiaries were financial institutions, contractors, developers and public 
administrations. 
 
The crisis, however, exposed the weak links in this economic model. We can speak of an urban 
development crisis and a deregulation of urban growth because town and country planning fell 
into the hands of private agents whose prime objective was the personal profit. Although the 
public administrations continued hiring the services of specialists to elaborate their planning 
documents, unfortunately these documents – instead of regulating the indiscriminate                     
artificialization of land – were often used for the opposite purpose. From the current                       
perspective, we can state that in many cases real estate developers were the ones who really 
guided the growth of our urban areas. Along with real estate developers, we find a coalition of 
interests which includes landowners, financial institutions, and construction companies. This 
sort of venture led to the overassessment of land values. The price of land was not the real 
price but the price which could be obtained in the future if the land were to be rezoned (Rullán 
Salamanca 2012). According to various analysts, current land prices are barely 14% of the 
value at which they were assessed during the expansive phase. 
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Meanwhile, a hidden financial crisis was developing, a crisis in which banks were selling risky 
investment products offering quick profits, while at the same time, banks and savings and loan 
associations alike were approving mortgages through fraudulent practices. After the start of the 
crisis, many homeowners who had purchased their homes during the bubble phase began         
having difficulties paying for them, or simply defaulted. Those same products, previously              
considered to be a source of wealth by individuals and banks alike, have become a severe 
problem resulting in foreclosures, thousands of unsold homes, unfinished buildings, urbanized 
areas left unoccupied. The secondary circuit of capitalist accumulation has turned the financial 
products of the expansion phase into toxic assets which holders wish to dispose of as soon as 
possible. 
 

References 
 

AALBERS M. (2009), Geographies of the financial crisis, Area 41 (1), 34-42. 
AALBERS M. B. (2015), The Great Moderation, the Great Excess and the Global            

Housing Crisis, International Journal of Housing Policy 15 (1), 43-60.  
AGE, COLEGIO DE GEÓGRAFOS (2006), Manifiesto por una nueva cultura del             

territorio, AGE & Colegio de Geógrafos, Madrid. 
BELLET SANFELIU C. (2007), Los nuevos espacios residenciales: estructura y paisaje, 

in: Delgado C. (ed.), Espacios públicos, espacios privados: un debate sobre el territorio, AGE, 
Bilbao, pp. 93-130. 

BRENNER N., PECK J., THEODORE N. (2010), After Neoliberalization?, Globalizations 
10 (3), 327-345. 

BRANDIS GARCÍA D. (2007), Los espacios residenciales españoles en el cambio de 
siglo, in: Delgado C. (ed.), Espacios públicos, espacios privados: un debate sobre el territorio, 
AGE, Bilbao, 25-53. 

BRUECKNER J. K. (2000), Urban Sprawl: Diagnosis and Remedies, International 
Regional Science Review 23 (2), 160-171. 

BURRIEL DE ORUETA E. L. (2008), La década “prodigiosa” del urbanismo español 
(1997-2006), Scripta Nova 12 (270), 64. 

CALVO PALACIOS J. L., PUEYO CAMPOS Á. (eds.) (2008), Atlas Nacional de España: 
Demografía, Centro Nacional de Información Geográfica, Madrid. 

CAPEL SÁEZ H. (1983), Capitalismo y morfología urbana en España, Los libros de la 
Frontera, Barcelona. 

CHARNOCK G., PURCELL T., RIBERA-FUMAZ R. (2014), The limits to capital in 
Spain. Crisis and Revolt in the European South, Palgrave-Macmillan, Hampshire. 

CHRISTOPHERS B. (2011), Revisiting the urbanization of capital, Annals of the            
Association of American Geographers 101 (6), 1347-1364. 

COQ-HUELVA D. (2013), Urbanisation and Financialisation in the Context of a State 
Rescaling: The Case of Spain, Antipode 45 (5), 1213-1231. 

DAVIES W. K. D. (1989), Towards a Conceptual Integration of the Urban Systems           
Literature, in: Bourne L., Sinclair R., Ferrer M., D´Entremont A. (eds.), The Changing                
Geography of Urban Systems, Pamplona, Navarra, pp. 61-86. 

DELOITTE (2014), La Inversión Extranjera en España y su contribución socio-
económica, Deloitte, Madrid. 

DOL K., HAFFNER M. (2010), Housing statistics in the European Union, Ministry of the 
Interior and Kingdom Relations, Hague. 

EEA (2010), The European environment – state and Outlook 2010: synthesis,                   
Publications Office of the European Union, Copenhagen.  

EVANS T. (2011), La crisis de la Zona Euro, Boletín Internacional de la Investigación 
Sindical 3 (1), 105-123. 

FÉRNÁNDEZ DURÁN R. (2006), El tsunami urbanizador español y mundial,  Boletín 
CF+S 38/39, Retrieved from:  http://habitat.aq.upm.es/boletin/n38/arfer.html. 

The Urban Bubble Process in Spain: An Interpretation from the Theory  
of the Circuits of Capital 

17 

http://habitat.aq.upm.es/boletin/n38/arfer.html


 

 
 

 

FERNÁNDEZ-TABALES A., CRUZ E. (2013), Análisis territorial del crecimiento y la 
crisis del sector de la construcción en España y la Comunidad Autónoma de Andalucía, Eure 
39 (116), 5-37. 

GARCÍA M. (2010), The Breakdown of the Spanish Urban Growth Model: Social and 
Territorial Effects of the Global Crisis, International Journal of Urban and Regional Research 34 
(4), 967-980. 

GAJA I DIAZ F. (2008), El “tsunami urbanizador” en el litoral mediterráneo. El ciclo de 
hiperproducción inmobiliaria 1996-2006, Scripta Nova 12 (270), 66.  

GÓMEZ MORENO M. L. (2011), Los procesos interactivos del tejido social como causa 
del urbanismo expansivo de la Costa del Sol, in: Gozálvez Perez V., Marco Melina J. A. (eds.), 
Urbanismo expansive: de la utopía a la realidad, AEG, Madrid, pp. 307-319. 

GONZÁLEZ S. (2007), Trepando por la jerarquía urbana: nuevas formas de                    
gobernanza neoliberal en Europa, UOC Papers 5, 6-12.  

GOTHAM K. F. (2006), The Secondary Circuit of Capital Reconsidered: Globalization 
and the U.S. Real Estate Sector, American Journal of Sociology 112 (1), 231-275. 

GREENPEACE (2010), Destrucción a toda costa 2010. Informe de Greenpace sobre la 
situación del litoral español, Greenpeace España, Madrid. 

HARVEY D. (1982), The limits to capital, Basil Blackwell, Oxford. 
HARVEY D. (1985), The Urbanization of Capital: Studies in the History and Theory of 

Capitalist Urbanization, The Johns Hopkins University Press, Baltimore. 
Harvey D. (2004), The ‘new’ imperialism: accumulation by dispossession, Socialist   

Register 40, 63-87. 
HARVEY D. (2008), The right to the city, New Left Review 53, 23-40. 
JAMESON F. (1991), Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, Duke 

University Press, Durham.  
LOIS GONZÁLEZ R.C., PIÑEIRA MANTIÑÁN M. J. (2011), Urban development              

processes in Spain – from consolidated cities to urban regions with and overdensified housing 
market, in: Mierzejewsa L., Wdowicka M. (eds.), Contemporary Problems of Urban and           
Regional Development, Bogucki, Poznan, pp. 61-71. 

RODRÍGUEZ LÓPEZ E., LÓPEZ HERNÁNDEZ I. (2010), Fin de ciclo. Financiarización, 
territorio y sociedad de propietarios en la onda larga del capitalismo hispano (1959-2010), 
Traficantes de Sueños, Madrid. 

MANDEL E. (1975), Late capitalism, NLB, London. 
MARX K. (2000), El Capital, Akal, Madrid. 
MATA OLMO R. (2007), Auge inmobiliario y evolución de los usos del suelo en España. 

Por una nueva cultura del territorio, Universidad Autónoma de Madrid, Madrid. 
MÉNDEZ GUTIÉRREZ R. (2013), Crisis económica, vulnerabilidad urbana y desempleo 

en España, Ciudad y Territorio 178, 649-667.  
MUÑOZ F. (2003), Lock living: Urban sprawl in Mediterranean cities, Cities 20 (6),           

381-385. 
MURRAY MAS I., BLÁZQUEZ SALOM M. (2009), El dinero, la aguja del tejido de la 

globalización capitalista, Boletín de la AGE 50, 43-80.  
NAREDO J. M. (2010), El modelo inmobiliario Español y sus consecuencias, Boletín 

CF+S 40, Retrieved from: http://habitat.aq.upm.es/boletin/n44/ajnar.html. 
NEL.LO O. (2004), Contra la dispersión, intensidad. Contra la segregación, ciudad, in: 

Farinós J., Romero J. (eds.), Ordenación del territorio y desarrollo territorial: el gobierno del 
territorio en Europa: tradiciones, contextos, culturas y nuevas visiones, Trea, Asturias, pp. 261-
285. 

OCAÑA OCAÑA M. C. (2009), Urbanización y vivienda, negocio financiero y conflicto 
social, in: Feria Toribio J. M., García García A., Ojeda Rivera J. F. (eds.), Territorios,              
sociedades y políticas, Sevilla, Universidad Pablo de Olavide, Sevilla, pp. 349-368.  

OCDE (2011), Trends in Transport Infrastructure Investment 1995-2009, International 
Transport Forum, 1-6.  

Rubén C. LOIS GONZÁLEZ, María José PIÑEIRA MANTIÑÁN, Sònia VIVES MIRÓ 

18 



 

 
 

 

ORTEGA DELGADO M. (2002), Las ciudades y los sistemas urbanos. Una visión trans-
nacional, Madrid, in:  Asociación Interprofesional de Ordenación del Territorio FUNDICOT 
(ed.), Ordenación del territorio, política regional, medio ambiente y urbanismo, Gijón, Asturias, 
pp. 327-340. 

 PAREJA EASTAWAY M., SAN MARTÍN VARO I. (2002), The tenure imbalance in 
Spain: the need for social housing policy, Urban Studies 39 (2), 283-295. 

PIÑEIRA MANTINÁN M. J. (2010), Expansion and cusis in the neoliberal town planning 
process in Spain, Rivista Semestrale di Studi I Ricerche di Geografia 22 (1), 53-70.  

ROMERO J. (2010), Construcción residencial y gobierno del territorio en España. De la 
burbuja especulativa a la recesión. Causas y consecuencias, Cuadernos Geográficos 47 (2), 
17-46.  

RULLÁN SALAMANCA O. (2012), Urbanismo expansivo en el Estado Español: de la 
utopía a la realidad, in: Gozálvez Pérez V., Marco Molina J. A. (eds.), Geografía: retos 
ambientales y territoriales: conferencias, ponencias, relatorías, mesas redondas, AEG &          
Universidad de Alicante, Alicante, pp. 165-211. 

SALET W. G. M., THORNLEY A., KREUKELS A. (2003), Metropolitan Governance and 
Spatial Planning: Comparative Case Studies of European City-regions, London, Routledge. 

SÁNCHEZ J.-E. (2003), El mercado inmobiliario y los promotores: cambios en la gran 
empresa inmobiliaria, Scripta Nova 7 (146), 091.  

SÁNCHEZ-MORAL S., MÉNDEZ R., ARELLANO A. (2014), Creative economy and 
employment quality in large urban areas in Spain, Urban Geography 35 (2), 264-289. 

SMITH N. (1984), Uneven Development: Nature, Capital and the Production of Space, 
Basil Blackwell, New York. 

TROITIÑO VINUESA M. A. (2011), Territorio, patrimonio y paisaje: desafíos de una 
ordenación y gestión inteligentes, Ciudad y Territorio 43 (169-170), 561-570.  

VIVES MIRÓ S. (2013), L’espai urbà del capitalisme. La construcción del projecte ne-
oliberal de Palma, Universitat de les Illes Balears, Palma. 

ZOIDO F., LOIS R., DE LA VEGA S., PIÑEIRO A., MORALES G., MAS R., GONZÁLEZ 
J. (2013), Diccionario de Geografía urbana, urbanismo y ordenación del territorio, Cátedra, 
Madrid. 
 
 
Initial submission: 05.11.2015  
Revised submission: 18.04.2016  
Final acceptance: 07.06.2016 
 
Correspondence: Department of Geography, University of Santiago de Compostela, 1 Praza da 
        Universidade, 15782 Santiago de Compostela, Spain 
 
        Email: rubencamilo.lois@usc.es 

The Urban Bubble Process in Spain: An Interpretation from the Theory  
of the Circuits of Capital 

19 



 

 

20 


