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SUN, SEA AND SALVADOR: Spain is home to many delightful towns, such as Cadaqués, Dali’s home town 
and inspiration

The Telegraph’s Living In Spain guide has been compiled using a variety of source material. Some has come from 
our correspondents who are lucky enough to be paid by us to live there, or other journalists who have made 
occasional visits, to write travel features or to cover news or sporting events. Other information has come from 
official sources. 

By far the most useful info on life in Spain in this guide, however, has come from many ordinary people – 
ordinary Spaniards willing to share insights into their country and ordinary Britons, many of them Telegraph 
readers, who have already made the move you are contemplating, and are now residents in Spain. They have 
discovered what worked and what didn’t, and gone through the highs and lows that accompany any Expat journey. 
It is their experiences that I believe will be most valuable for you as you make your plans to follow them.

Our intention is to provide you with the most comprehensive, up-to-date guide to your destination, with 
everything you need in one place, in an easy-to-use format. Our aim is not to sell the country to you, but to give an 
honest account of what relocating and living there is really like.

We hope you will find this guide of some use, and we wish you well with your adventure. If we can be of any 
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further assistance, or if you have suggestions as to the content of this book, please don’t hesitate to contact us.
If you have purchased this book through iTunes, Amazon or another online book store (that is, other than 

directly through The Telegraph website), then please do introduce yourself to us; we’d be delighted to hear from you 
and get your views on the book. As an incentive to do so, if you register your details at our website, http://www.
telegraph.co.uk/expatguides, then we will send you an updated and enhanced version of this book when it is re-
released, absolutely free of charge.

Richard Ellis 
Publisher

Email: countryguides@telegraph.co.uk
Website: http://www.telegraph.co.uk/expat
Mail: 111 Buckingham Palace, London, SW1W 0DT
Telephone:  +44 207 931 2000

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/expatguides
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/expatguides
mailto:countryguides@telegraph.co.uk
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/expat
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OLE: bullfighting remains popular, but polls show 60% of Spaniards no longer approve of it

•How is it different? 
•What is the appeal?
The British love Spain. We love it largely because it has everything we haven’t got at home: reliable weather; space; 
good, cheap wine; exuberance; great architecture; flamboyance; individuality; all-night bars; chic clothing, and 
glorious food. 

It is a country that has something for everyone, and for all tastes, from low-brow to high-brow.  The most 
populist images of Spain in Britain come from the past few decades of mass tourism; for nearly 60 years, since the 
first package tour touched down in Costa Blanca in 1954, it has been the place to escape to for sun-starved, largely 
working-class Britons seeking solace from a grey, drizzly home. This is the Spain of Benidorm, Torremolinos, 
Fuengirola, the little Costa del Blackpools – resorts that, to their critics, are all concrete, saveloy ‘n’ chips, Union 
Jack tattoos, lobster-red beer bellies and vulgarity in the sun.  Karen O’Reilly, a British anthropologist who 
conducted a study into The British on the Costa del Sol in the 1990s, found that the British there hardly mixed at 
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all with Spaniards. “If you could draw it,” she concluded, “you’d have a Venn diagram with very little overlap.” 
The Costa Brits she studied lived in a cocooned society structured by social clubs, voluntary work, bingo and 

satellite TV, trying to create an ideal version of Britain in the sun and denouncing, without any trace of irony, the 
real Britain as a country with too many foreigners. Christopher Howse, a Telegraph columnist and a visitor to 
Spain for 20 years, summed it all up when he wrote in the newspaper, with admirable succinctness: “Benidorm is a 
hellhole.”

There is, to most people’s relief, much, much more to Spain than these stereotypical images. This country, with 
more than twice the area of the United Kingdom but only two-thirds of the population, boasts a treasure trove of 
delights.

There is the wonderful architecture and art, all that an aesthetic heart could desire. Where to begin, where to 
end? Try: Seville (for its Gothic cathedral, Plaza de Espana, the oranges that perfume its streets); Granada (for its 
Moorish beauty, the Alhambra Palace, the Generalife);  Córdoba (for its mosque and Roman bridge); Madrid (for 
the Prado, its grand boulevards and squares, Reina Sofia museum); Santiago de Compostela (for its cathedral); 
Bilbao (for the Guggenheim); Barcelona (for Las Ramblas, La Sagrada Familia, Parc Guell); Segovia (for its Roman 
aqueduct and medieval castle);  San Sebastián (for La Concha, Parte Vieja, its international film festival); Toledo 
(for its Moorish gateways and other caliphate splendours). Spain has it all: Roman, Moorish, Gothic, Renaissance, 
Modernisme; Velázquez, El Greco, Goya, Picasso, Dali, Miro, Gaudi.  

There is the wonderful scenery. No European country has a more abundant variety of landscapes, from the 
desert of Almería, to the Cornish green of Galicia, to the snow-capped Pyrenees and Sierra Guadarrama, just 
north of Madrid, the setting for Ernest Hemingway’s novel of the Spanish Civil War, For Whom the Bell Tolls.

There is the wonderful food, which, some gastronomes argue, is delicious in the south and improves the farther 
north you go. It encompasses such delights as fabulous paellas in Valencia, mouth-watering jamon iberico de 
bellota, the finest ham in Spain, great cheeses in Asturias, and tarta de Santiago in Galicia, the almond cake named 
for St James, whose relics are believed to be buried in the cathedral at Santiago de Compestela. It is off Galicia’s 
Costa de la Muerte (Death Coast), that men die trying to harvest Percebes (also known as goose barnacles) from 
the storm-lashed rocks; these delicacies are dearer than lobster in Madrid restaurants. And, wherever you go, there 
are local bars offering tapas, or pintxos, as it is called in Basque. Small wonder that Spain regularly boasts some of 
the world’s finest restaurants, including el Bulli in Barcelona (sadly, now closed), Mugaritz in San Sebastian, and El 
Celler de Can Roca in Girona.

And then, of course, there is the wonderful weather, and the golden beaches of the Atlantic and the 
Mediterranean: some of Spain’s chief drawing cards and why it receives 50m foreign visitors every year.

But the best thing about Spain, not necessarily surmised by tourists on the Costa del Sol, is its people, who seem 
to have come closer than any others to figuring out how life should be lived. The Spanish have discovered a happy 
and civilised work-life balance; they recognise that life is short and is therefore to be savoured. 

In 1938, George Orwell wrote that he would sooner be a foreigner in Spain than in any other country, as the 
people were so friendly. It is this friendliness that makes Spain probably  Europe’s most welcoming destination. 
How receptive would we be in the UK to millions of Spanish tourists turning Bognor Regis or Brighton into 
Spanish-style barrios, as our countrymen turn Spanish resorts into Little Englands?  Those prepared to learn and 
use the language and mix will receive a good reception, as Spaniards, gregarious by nature, thrive on sociability. 
It stems from their steadfast belief in, and love of, the family - old people take part in family life until the day they 
drop, and children are rarely considered persona non grata anywhere, even in restaurants or parks at midnight.  
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In fact, the whole fabric of Spanish society, from home to family to street life, is based on sociability and the 
avoidance of ever having to be alone. 

All this – the weather, the beautiful surroundings, the diet, the geniality - adds up to an alluring mix, and to 
a truth which Spaniards never tire of saying: “En Espana, se vive muy bien.” (“In Spain, one lives very well.”) This 
cliche is an article of faith embedded in the national consciousness. Spaniards will explain that they have travelled 
in other countries and, enchanting as these may be, they lack Spain’s quality of life. Even those who have never 
set foot outside the country will swear to this; it’s the main reason, they say, why Spaniards have the longest life 
expectancy in Europe. 

Most of the estimated one million Britons who have chosen to make Spain their home would probably agree 
with these sentiments, even those living in British enclaves along the Mediterranean costas who rarely interact 
with Spaniards. For them, Spain is almost exclusively about the weather. Not much beats 300 days of sunshine a 
year. British retirees extol the virtues of the Spanish climate for keeping them more active and “feeling younger”. 
The World Health Organisation claims that the semi-arid coastline of the favourite British expat spot, Costa 
Blanca, is the healthiest place on earth. 

That all of Spain is hot and sunny all year around, however, is a misnomer, dreamt up by both Spanish and 
expat marketeers, to sell the dream to those of us still stuck shivering at home. Head 70km inland, to south 
of Granada, and you are in Europe’s southern-most ski resort, the Sierra Nevada, where the season lasts from 
November to April (Spain is the second-most mountainous country in Europe). The plateaus of central Spain 
experience scorching summers and freezing winters. And, contrary to the popular saying, the rain in Spain does 
not fall mainly on these plains; in fact, there is hardly any rainfall there. Where the rain in Spain does fall is in 
the north and west of the country, along the Atlantic coast, particularly in Galicia on the Portuguese border and 
neighbouring Asturias’ Costa Verde (Green Coast), where it can average 57 inches a year, more than in the UK. 
Galicia gets twice as much rain as Manchester does.

Then there’s the lure of the relaxed lifestyle, summed up by long-held British notions about the Spanish siesta 
and the manana (tomorrow) attitude to work. If this is your motivation for moving to Spain, forget it. Only around 
a quarter of Spaniards have siestas nowadays and that’s mostly the elderly. Most Spaniards live and work in cities 
and cut out siestas years ago. And studies show the Spanish work just as long – and productively – as Britons.

History has contributed much to Spain’s composition. The influence of the Moors, the Muslim forces who 
invaded in 711 and ruled much of the Iberian peninsula before being finally ousted in 1492, remains visible, 
particularly in what was the Moor’s southern heartland, Andalucia. 

The same year as the Moors were turfed back across what is known today at the Strait of Gibraltar, Christopher 
Columbus undertook his first expedition to the Americas, heralding the age of the conquistadores and of El 
Dorado. The gold shipped back to Spain financed the building of an empire that stretched across Europe, the 
Americas, Africa, Asia and Oceania, making Spain the leading global power of the day and laying down the roots 
for why Spanish is today the world’s third most spoken language (after Mandarin and English),  the mother tongue 
of approximately 388 million people in 21 countries.

This golden era remains romanticised and mourned, for Spain frittered away its wealth, losing its way to its 
European rivals (Sir Francis Drake is still known bitterly as El Pirata for plundering Spanish treasure). For four 
centuries, the country slowly declined, turning its back on Europe and engaging in internecine family squabbles 
behind its Pyrenean wall. The Spanish Inquisition, although not the only one to take place in Europe, remains 
the most infamous, for its cruelty, its systematic slaughter of Jews, Muslims and others deemed to be heretics, and 
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its astonishing length, from 1480 to 1834. Goya, with his etchings of religious flagellants and hooded Inquisitors, 
summed up the fear-ridden darkness and delirium it engendered. In the popular imagination of the 20th century, 
Spain was a country forever associated with death and religious sufferance. 

The horrors of Spain’s civil war of 1936-39, which killed half a million, perhaps as many as a million (no one 
kept count), were a dismal sequel to the years of failure and tragedy. This, and the repression and mass executions 
that followed under the dictatorship of General Francisco Franco, left terrible wounds that fester even today. 
Franco’s brutal 36-year rule suppressed his country’s vigour and vivacity, imposing a rigid Catholic straitjacket on 
his people (in the name of Catholic nationhood, General Franco kept St Teresa’s mummified arm on his desk).  In 
many Spanish families, there has been a conspiracy to forget this dark past: people could not persuade parents and 
grandparents to speak of what is euphemistically known as “the time before”.

Isolated, restricted, semi-detached, Spain saw much of the world pass it by in the 20th century (it took no part 
in the two World Wars). Franco’s death in 1975 finally gave Spain the opportunity to liberate itself. It is a testament 
to its people that it so rapidly re-ordered its national life, restored its self-respect and emerged from the shadows to 
look the world in the eye, and was able to overcome an attempted military coup in 1981 that briefly threatened to 
turn back the clock. It was one of the 20th century’s most remarkable political and social transformations.

A crucial part of the way Spain reorganised itself after 1975 was to abandon Francoist centralism and build 
democracy on the basis of regional autonomy. Spain is semi-federal, with parliaments in all 17 regions, which are 
responsible for schools, universities, health, social services, culture, urban and rural development, and, in most 
places, policing. There is not one Spain, but many; Juan Carlos, the country’s widely admired monarch, is “King of 
the Spains”. 

Each Spaniard has a fierce loyalty to his or her own region, and a journey through Spain is like visiting lots 
of different countries, with different languages, such as  Catalan, Euskara (Basque) and Gallego, and different 
cultures. It is this individuality, in an increasingly homogenous world, that helps makes Spain such a rich and 
diverse place. While it works, many Basques, and also some Catalans, Galicians, Asturians, Aragonese, even 
Leonese, hanker for more, for independence. There’s a reason Spain invented the word guerrilla, and its troubled 
history has given Spain a tragic streak, a fatalism expressed in a bleak proverb: “You swim and swim and just 
before you reach the bank you drown.” But not even recurrent terrorist attacks from Basque separatists (now, 
thankfully suspended) and Islamist radicals - the 2004 al Qaeda-inspired Madrid train bombing killed nearly 200 
people - have yet thwarted Spain’s determination to be a modern, liberal, tolerant  - and unified - nation.

What may yet undermine this achievement is the dire state of the economy, which is, as the Spanish Foreign 
Minister puts it,  “undergoing a crisis of enormous proportions”. The project to keep regional nationalism at bay 
prospered so long as Madrid’s central government was able to invest billions into regional coffers; now it can no 
longer afford to do so, some fear that old mistrusts and rivalries will inexorably grow again.

As of mid-2012, a quarter of Spaniards were out of work, rising to half of all those under-25. Its high-quality 
healthcare system was undergoing deep cuts to its budget, the cost of living was continuing to rise, and Spanish 
banks were teetering on the edge of going under. The dream which was Spain has for many British expats 
turned sour, as they struggle to make a living or find that their British state pension is no longer enough to cover 
household bills. With property prices having plunged by 30 per cent and not yet hit bottom, there is little option to 
sell up and head home. 

Despite the severe recession, it is not all doom and gloom. Research from Lloyds TSB at the start of 2012 found 
that three-quarters of expats living in Spain were still happier than when they were living in Britain because of 
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the outdoor lifestyle, traditional family values and positive outlook on life.  For those still to take the plunge, the 
economic downturn means a property can be bought for a fraction of what it cost a couple of years ago. 

The happiest expats we have come across are the ones who have made the effort to integrate into Spanish life 
and make friends with locals. This is because, for them, Spain is home. They have no other option but to ride out 
the recession, alongside their Spanish counterparts. As the Spanish saying goes: “No por mucho madrugar amanece 
más temprano” (“No matter how early you get up, you can’t make the sun rise any sooner.”) In other words, things 
will take time to get better, no matter what.

While moving to Spain has become punctured with potholes for some, it is still a dream that can be fulfilled 
happily and prosperously with careful planning. We hope that this guide will help ensure that your experience of 
Europe’s most dynamic, exuberant, flamboyant country is as happy a one for you as it has been for the scores of 
British expats before you.  

Few would disagree with the verdict given on it by Hemingway - revered simply as Ernesto by Spaniards - who, 
during his many years in Spain, fell in love with the people, bullfighting, Rioja wine and Fundador brandy; he 
described it simply as “the last good country left”.
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‘I love the festivals, the flamenco, the scenery, the fact that you can ski in the mountains 
and swim in the sea within a matter of hours’

Ali Meehan, 50, lives in Malaga province on the Costa del Sol. She originally moved to Spain for three years 
in 2002 before going to Dubai and Thailand but keeping a holiday home there. In 2011, Ali moved to Spain 
permanently. She runs Costa Women, a social and business networking community for women living in 
Spain http://www.costawomen.ning.com/.

http://www.costawomen.ning.com
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What prompted you to move to Spain?
My [now] husband was already living in Spain.  As I was working remotely from home in the UK for an Oil and 
Gas Business Development Consultancy in the Middle East, I was able to transfer here.

How long did it take from making the decision to move, to actually making the move?
Six months.

Why Spain?
Spain and love chose me!  My family has lived overseas, but I always imagined I would live in France.  I wouldn’t 
change it now though; thanks Spain!

What do you love about Spain?
The wonderful weather, the lifestyle, the family-orientated culture, which is work to live rather than live to work, 
also the community spirit, which has been enhanced by Costa Women. It is also near enough to head back to the 
UK for family events. 

And Malaga?
I love the festivals, the flamenco, the scenery, the fact that you can ski in the mountains and swim in the sea within 
a matter of a few hours. I love the tapas and the wine. 

Anything bad?
Undoubtedly, the bureaucracy.

What lessons have you learnt from moving here that you would not repeat again?
I wish I’d started learning Spanish from day one. We have come and gone so often that it is hard to get into a 
routine and improve my Spanglish to a good level. 

Are there any specific tips you would give to people thinking about moving  to Spain with respect to the 
moving process?
Research, research, research.  Check out where you are going first, talk to local expats who already live here for 
information about schools, work, what to expect, recommendations for lawyers, doctors - forums are great for this.

What other tips would you give to any would-be British expats? 
Finding work in Spain is particularly hard; you can’t move here and expect to fall into a 9-to-5 office job unless 
your skills are particularly in need and, in most cases, you need to be able to speak Spanish.  Salaries are generally 
very low.  Some of our Costa Women who work in Spain are entrepreneurs and have created a business based 
around a hobby or an interest or particular skill.  The expats tend to build their business around the expat market, 
although you should never dismiss the local Spanish market as it has been here far longer and is better established.

Was there a lot of red tape that you had to get through when organising your move to Spain?
Not to organise the move, but once here yes.  If you want to set up and run a business here the costs are very high. 
Chances are you will need help to do this.
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Would you ever return to the UK? 
I would maybe spend half the year here/half in the UK for family reasons, but only when we are much older.  
Health care is of a better standard in Spain and costs and standards of living are much better.  

Is there anything specific that you miss about the UK?
Only my friends and family.

What made you choose Malaga to live?
I prefer to live near a town and shops where you can manage without a car if you want to head out for a drink 
and dinner.  Although we live in a very touristy area that does come with its own benefits of good restaurants at 
competitive prices and lots to do.  Plane, train and bus links are excellent from here.  The airport is 20 minutes by 
car, or 40 by train.

Any tips you can offer on buying/renting a house?
Rent first when you move over to get to know the areas and whether you really want to be remote, live in a 
village or in the town/city. What may first appeal might not after living here day-to-day.  The local papers contain 
properties to rent, or there are many rental agencies.  Do your homework and get feedback on what agencies 
others have used.  Again, forums and social media (Facebook and Twitter) are great for this.

How have you found the healthcare?
There is a public health system in Spain for working and retired residents and also private health care. Not all 
doctors in the public health system speak English, although some clinics have translators.  There is no free dental 
treatment so recommendations are important, although there are multiple nationalities of dentists and generally 
dentistry is cheaper than in the UK. 

Where would you recommend about the food?
Local Spanish food is excellent once you get used to cooking differently (fewer ready meals and more cooking 
from scratch), however we have a local Iceland and some of the Spanish shops sell international products if you are 
desperate for something.  Gibraltar is also on the doorstep for us. The Spanish tend to sell their fruit and vegetables 
in season which is a more enjoyable way to eat and tastier too
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CAPITAL: the Calle del Arenal is one of Madrid’s most popular and busiest streets

• The rental / buying market 
• Spanish land laws 
• Best regions / cities / provinces
Spoilt for choice when it comes to climate, culture, coastlines and stunning interiors, choosing where to live in 
Spain is no easy task. If the decision has been made for you and you are relocating to a city for work, the next 
question will be, where in the city? Families might prefer to live a little way out where the houses are bigger, there 
are more schools and spaces for children to play. If you are a young professional or coming here to learn Spanish, 
the city centre might suit you better where properties are smaller but close to bars and restaurants. Retirees will 
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perhaps you fancy the being near the coast or on one of the islands, like the Canary Islands, which get the best all 
year-round weather in Spain. 

A survey in 2011 by A Place In The Sun magazine confirmed that Spain is still the most popular destination to 
buy property ahead of France, the US and Italy. This is despite the economic turmoil and property market collapse. 
Almost 25,000 Britons bought property here last year. The fact is that a good property in a prime location is always 
going to be sought after. In Palma, the major city on Majorca and Spain’s most expensive place to buy, property 
is still changing hands for prices reaching into the millions. Property purchases by foreigners on mainland Spain 
were up 24.7% in the third quarter of 2011 and the sterling is gradually gaining strength against the euro, which 
means that better deals can be had. 

Regional independence

Spain is divided into 17 autonomous regions (Comunidades Autonomas). Each  has its own governing body and 
varying degrees of independence from the parliament in Madrid. Catalonia and the Basque Country have the 
most autonomy (although they would prefer complete separation), including their own language and culture. 
Each region is made up of provinces with fifty provinces in total.  Inside each region is at least one province. The 
smallest regions, those with only one province sharing the same name as the region, are: Asturias, Cantabria, 
Navarre, La Rioja, Murcia and the Balearic Islands. The largest regions with the most provinces are Castilla y Leon 
with nine provinces and Andalucia with eight. Catalonia, thanks to Barcelona, and Madrid, thanks to the capital, 
are the most heavily populated regions of Spain. Catalonia and the Basque Country are the richest per GDP. 

Renting versus Buying

As tempting as it is to dive in and buy, especially when the prices are as much as 50% below their heights in some 
places, the main advice from expats in the know is to rent first. Spend a year in a place to get a feel for it, see if it 
is what you are looking for, if the climate works for you, and how it is all-year around not just in the high tourist 
season. Around 10-12% of the purchase price for a property goes in costs and fees, which is a lot if you then decide 
six months down the line that you have made a mistake. There is also the current property climate to consider. 
Nothing is selling fast. If you want to move to Spain to live, you need to be sure that the house you buy is one you 
will want to own for the long term, as it might take this amount of time for the market to pick up again. What 
might seem like a financial bargain now will be a financial loss if you sell it while the market is still deflated. 

Around 50% of Spaniards live with their parents until their late twenties to early thirties because of high 
property prices making it too expensive to leave home. 

The Rental Market 

Finding property to rent in large cities such as Barcelona and Madrid is no easy task as there is not much available. 
This means that you should expect to pay 25% more here than in other cities, an average figure of €1000 a month 
for a two-bedroom apartment. The majority of rentable apartments in the centre of cities are small, around one-
two bedrooms. Houses to rent in central locations are few and far between.  The worst time to try and rent a long-
term property along the coast is during the summer months because this is when landlords cash in on the holiday 
market and offer short-term lets to tourists. 
Catherine Moon, of Luna Alta Properties in Costa Blanca, says renting has become much more popular 
there recently. “Renting is is the main market at the moment. I would say it is around 9:1 rental versus sales. This is 
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probably because of insecurity and also because people have no money.”  

Long- and Short-term Lets

Long-term (vivienda) rentals are always cheaper than short-term and tend to run for a minimum of a year. After 
the first year, you are able to renew your contract for up to five years and the landlord is only permitted to increase 
the rent by the rate of inflation. You are not permitted to leave the property within the first year but after this, it 
is normally just one or two month’s notice. Short-term contracts (temporada) can be for between one to eleven 
months. Make sure you have verified exactly what type of contract you have with the owner, as Spanish law gives 
less rights to short-term tenants. If you are renting an apartment on a higher floor, expect to pay more rent but 
only if there is a lift. If there is no lift, it will cost more to be nearer the ground. If you go through an agent, they 
will charge between half-a-month to one month’s rent in commission. Like in the UK, rental properties require a 
returnable month’s deposit in addition to a month’s rent at the start of the contract. 

Types of Properties 
Villas

These are modern detached properties with a garden and normally a pool and for many Brits constitute the 
‘dream home’. Bare in mind, though, that villas require maintenance, especially if you are not intending to live 
permanently at the property, in which case you will have to find a caretaker. They also tend to be out on a limb 
from the nearest city or town and so to get anywhere will invariably mean a car journey. By having a larger 
property, you will have to pay higher property tax (IBI); this is based on the value of your property and varies per 
region but is typically in the region of a half to one-percent of the value of your home. 

Apartments

These are the ideal properties for people looking to come and go from Spain knowing that their apartment 
requires no attention in their absence. They also benefit from mostly being located downtown so close to all 
amenities. Most apartments in old parts of the city are small – one to two bedrooms. The most ideal apartments 
for families are on complexes with outdoor public spaces and swimming pools. These can be found along the 
coast. 

Townhouse (Casa de Pueblo) 

This is the most common type of house in Spain. Normally old and semi-detached or terraced, it comes with little 
to no outdoor space. Most casa de pueblo need work to modernise them. These are ideal properties if you wish to 
be in a town, and become immersed in a Spanish community. 

Farmhouses (Finca/cortijo)

These are the rural idylls that many dream of owning, with citrus trees in the garden and orchards of olives. 
Traditionally, these have been handed down within families, but with increasing demand from both foreigners and 
Spaniards, they have become easier to come by. Before you buy a farmhouse, be sure you are happy to live in the 
countryside. Ideally, you will have a town close by that you can escape to for a change of scene. If your Spanish is a 
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bit a ropey, you will find communication hard with your neighbours, who will be Spanish rural folk not too au fait 
with English. These styles of properties generally need a lot of work to get them up to a livable standard. You also 
need to be aware of issues like septic tanks, rights of way and give due diligence to title deeds. 

Buying Property 

Despite the huge number of both UK-based and Spanish estate agents selling property in Spain and the millions of 
expats living there, buying Spanish property is not straightforward and things can go wrong. Some of the problems 
come from lack of research, preparation and due diligence by the buyer.  Other problems are more serious and 
come about as a result of untrustworthy estate agents and poorly policed urban planning and land management 
laws. 

Illegal properties

Unpredicted changes in urban planning and land management laws have led to an estimated 300,000 properties 
being built illegally in Andalucia, some of which are owned by British expats.  The wider estimates for Spain as a 
whole are more in the region of one million illegal homes.  In order to avoid falling victim to this, it is necessary to 
understand Spanish planning laws and how they differ from those in the UK. Note: 

Land laws 

Whether you are buying a piece of land to build a house or a house that is already built in one of the following two 
zones, this applies to you. 

There are two main types of land designations in Spain:

URBANIZADO and RUSTICO.
Urbanizado (Land for building on)

It is legal to build on urbanizado land so long as the correct planning permission has been sought. Generally, 
urbanizado means that the land comes with infrastructure such as roads, pavements, mains water supply, street 
lighting, mains electricity and phone lines. To find out whether or not a piece of land is urbanizado, you need to go 
to the town hall and look at the plans where it will be clearly stated. 

What to watch out for:

There are two types of urbanizado - Urbanizado and Complete Urbanizado.
Urbanizado means that some of the infrastructure such as pavements, streetlights, mains electricity are missing. 
Should the local authorities decide to improve the infrastructure in the area, they will ask all the owners of the 
property in the urbanizado to pay.  If your property is designated Complete Urbanizado, on the other hand, this 
means that all infrastructure is in place and there will be nothing further to pay. The only way you can tell whether 
your property is urbanizado or Complete Urbanizado is by checking (or getting your solicitor to check) that all the 
infrastructure is in place. If it is not, then chances are, you will have to put something aside to pay for it. 
• Note: With urbanizado, as well as paying for the necessary infrastructure to be installed, this will only be 
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connected up to the boundary of your land. You will then have to pay extra to connect it to your home.

Rustico (Rural or Agricultural Land)

Some rustic land cannot be built on as it is protected. Some can be built on if certain conditions are met, namely if 
the land has a minimum size of 10,000 metres squared. These conditions vary between the regions. Buying rural 
land can be dodgy because it can be designated to urbanizado land at any time, which means you will receive a 
bill for the installation of the infrastructure. You need to be aware of this before buying. Also, the laws on rural 
property vary between the regions and can change at any time, sometimes constantly. You must be absolutely sure 
about what the law is with your solicitor before you buy and get it put in writing.  This is where the now infamous 
term, Valencia land grab, comes from. If the rural status is redesignated urbanizado, as well as being expected to 
pay for the infrastructure, you also run the risk of having a proportion of your land taken away from you should it 
be needed for a new road or public leisure facility, and this is unlikely to be compensated. 

What to watch out for:

When you buy your rural property, no matter how much due diligence you undertake, you will not know when or 
if the area is going to be redesignated urbanizado. Keep aside some funds for this should it happen, as you will be 
expected to pay whether you are able to or not. 

Ley de Costas (Coastal Law)

In 1988, the Spanish government passed a law preventing buildings being constructed too close to the sea.  They 
created three zones. The first, the Public Domain, incorporates the furthest point the sea can come up to, roughly 
the top of the sand/stones. The second is the Protection Zone, which covers the first 100 metres inland from 
the Public Domain. In these two zones, there can be no building at all. The third zone is the Zone of Influence, 
which covers a further 400 metres inland from the Protection Zone. Here, it is possible to build but with stringent 
regulations. 

What to watch out for:

Even though a vast majority of Spain’s coastal properties have been built within 100 metres of the seafront, it is in 
fact illegal. While the law against it has not yet been enforced, you run the risk, however small, that it could be, and 
that your house could be demolished. Note that properties built before the 1988 law was passed are not subject to 
the coastal law and so are protected. Before purchasing your property, you need to contact the Demarcación de 
Costas (Coastal Demarcation authority) in your region to obtain a certificate stating that this is the case. 

The Albox scandal

Thousands of Britons in the rural town of Albox in the Almanzera Valley of Andalucia were not informed when 
they bought their homes that they had been built on protected land. When the properties were built, building 
licenses were issued by the local Town Hall to builders, without the authority of the regional government. The 
regional government has since issued demolition orders to a number of the properties, with an estimated 12,697 
illegal properties in the Almanzera Valley. There are currently 39 firm demolition orders upheld by the appeal 
courts. Compensation for owners from the builders is being sought in the civil courts.
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The importance of surveys

Denise Bush, a long-term expat,  says of Britons moving to Spain: “They really do leave their brain on the plane. 
They forget all about surveys and things like that.” 
The most important way of ensuring the property you are buying is sound is to have a survey. Even though surveys 
are commonplace in the UK, they are often forgotten about when buying in Spain. In theory, when you buy a new 
build property, the builder is responsible for any building-related problems that occur in the first couple of years. 
The problem is that they will not always take responsibility and if they do, it is often hard work getting them to 
do fix the problem. It is better therefore, in all circumstances, to know before you buy (even if there is a 10-year 
structural warranty) and if necessary get something knocked off the price to accommodate future problems. The 
same applies to all other properties. 

Campbell Ferguson, an independent British-qualified surveyor, works as part of group of experienced English- 
and Spanish- speaking, independent surveyors in Spain, with offices in Costa del Sol and Costa Blanca (Website: 
http://www.surveyspain.com)

He advises all buyers to  play it safe: “Obviously, I recommend a survey, as even new properties have faults. 
More buyers are getting independent legal advice and paying thousands for it, so that they can sit with perfect 
paperwork but have what is possibly a wreck of a building. You need to have a lawyer and a surveyor, with the 
latter being the only one to check that the actual property is the same as in the title deeds.”

Before Buying Property

Get independent legal advice from a (ideally recommended) property lawyer for the whole conveyancing process. 
Ensure that the lawyer is registered and practicing with the local Colegio de Abogados (Bar Association). Do not go 
with the solicitor offered to you by your estate agent or builder, as you cannot guarantee impartiality. Regardless 
of how much pressure you are put under to ‘buy now’, do not hand over any money until you have sought legal 
advice. 
If your Spanish is limited, get an independent translator to translate all relevant documents and contracts. 

Typical costs involved in buying a house worth €200,000 

Notary fee: for preparation of the title deed, registration of ownership and stamp duty - €800
Legal Fees: searches on the vendor, searches on the property – planning etc, checking of the contract. - €2000
IVA: (VAT) 4% - €9000
Valia: paid to the municipality on the transfer of the property. This is usually paid by the vendor but not always. 
€300
Connection charges to mains water etc: €500
Total Cost: €12,600

http://www.surveyspain.com
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The following section is a breakdown of Spain’s most popular regions to live, favoured provinces, cities, suburbs 
and towns. Places mentioned have been chosen because of their popularity, their climate and proximity to culture, 
schools and major transport hubs. Rental and buying prices are given for guidance based on market prices in 2012. 
As the market remains volatile, these may fall further.  

This is not an extensive list. With at least one million British expats living in Spain, there are bound to be many 
places we have missed, which to you are most probably the best places to live. No doubt you will be quick to tell us.
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GASTONOMIC TEMPLE: Barcelona’s La Boqueria food market is world renowned

Catalonia borders the Pyrenees to the north, Valencia to the south, Aragón to the west, while the whole eastern 
edge is flanked by the Mediterranean. Its capital city is Barcelona, which in 2011 accommodated 7.5 million 
tourists, more than the 7 million people that make up the population of Catalonia as a whole. The rocky coastline 
of Costa Brava runs along the northeastern edge meeting up with the sandy beaches of the Costa Dorada further 
south. 
The autonomous status of Catalonia refers as much to its linguistic and cultural singularity as to its desire for self-
rule. Catalans do not count themselves as Spanish. Outside of Barcelona, if you speak Castilian, the reply will be 
in Catalan. This extends to road signs, metro instructions and schools, where children are taught Castilian as a 
foreign language. Unlike their Spanish counterparts, Catalans reject bull fighting and indeed the national symbol 
of the bull; they also prefer sardana, a type of circle dance, to flamenco.  Note: It is a faux pas to refer to Catalan as a 
Spanish dialect as it is considered a language in its own right. 

Catalonia is one the richest regions in Spain. It accommodates only 16% of Spain’s population, but provides 
about a quarter of its GDP. The main argument for Catalonian independence is that it is financially supporting the 
rest of Spain. 

The Catalonian climate has mild sometimes damp springs with temperatures in their mid to late teens. 
Summers are hot but not intensely so, 25 Celsius by the coast but hotter inland, while winters can get cold 
at around five-ten Celsius. The closer you get to the Pyrenees, the more likely you are to have light snowfall. 
Catalonia has some of the best ski resorts in Spain.
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MODERNIST: the Gaudi-designed Casa Batllo building in Barcelona is known locally as Casa dels ossos 
(House of Bones)

BARCELONA
To rent: Two-bedroom apartments cost between €700-€5,000 (£569 - £4,000) a month
To buy: Average prices for the first quarter of 2012, ranged from €414,000 (£337,000) for two bedroom properties 
to €1 million (£800,000) for five bedrooms. This is down by €60,000 for two-bedroom properties and up €300,000 
for five bed properties compared to 2009 figures. 

Sea, beaches, art, cathedral, museums, ancient and modern architecture, street life and Mediterranean chic: 
Barcelona, Spain’s second largest city after Madrid, has something for everyone, in abundance. With a population 
of 1.6 million in the city itself and a further 4 million in the suburbs, a high standard of living, boutiques  delis, 
markets, fiestas and year-round sun, it is undoubtedly a top place to live – assuming you are happy to learn Catalan 
as opposed to Castilian.

Barcelona Airport is 14km from the city centre. Barcelona has a five-line metro network, which is cheap to use 
and covers most of the city. The downside is that it closes at 11pm just when most people are getting ready to go 
out. Buses run until 4am. There are also two extensive suburban train networks, which lead to nearby resorts like 
Sitges. 
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New measures are being introduced in the city to improve on Barcelona’s air pollution, which in 2007 was 
found to be worse than in Mexico City, despite the proximity of the city to a sea breeze. The main cause is the high 
number of private cars on the road, a problem the city’s authorities are looking to solve by improvements in public 
transport and using renewable fuels for buses. 

Modernisme

Modernisme is an original Catalonian art movement that was created in the late 19th Century by anti-
establishment Catalan intellectuals, writers and artists, in a quest to differentiate Catalan culture from the rest 
of Spain but to be on a par, culturally, with the rest of Europe. It was a movement that embraced all of art not 
just architecture, although it is best associated with architects Antoni Gaudi and Lluis Domenech i Montaner 
for their famous works around Barcelona. Modernista took the elements of Gothic and Islamic architecture to 
create masterpieces like La Sagrada Familia (Gaudi), Parc Güell (Gaudi) and the Palau de la Musica Catalan (Lluis 
Domenech i Montaner).

Property prices
OLD CITY(Ciutat Vella)
The oldest part of the city, Ciutat Vella (Old City), is the liveliest place to live and also the most populated 
with tourists. It is divided into four parts, La Ribera, also known as El Borne (or more colloquially, Born), to 
the north, Barrio Gótico, which is the central Gothic quarter, El Raval to the south and the seaside suburb of 
Barceloneta,  even further south. Some of its main attractions include the Eglesia de Santa Maria del Mar, or the 
People’s Cathedral, the Picasso Museum and one of the world’s most famous streets, the Ramblas. Many Old City 
properties feature tiled floors, wooden beams, high ceilings and wrought iron balconies. 

Attractive as it is to live slap bang in the middle of the city, the downsides are that the streets are narrow, 
meaning that the properties along them are starved of natural light. It is also hard to fit a car down some of the 
roads and virtually impossible to park. Many of the houses are old and crumbling with no lifts up to higher floors 
and it is noisy at all hours of the day and night. You will also barely be able to get in or out of your apartment for 
the sheer quantity of tourists.
Despite the high number of tourists, what makes the Ciutat Vella special is that it is not just a tourist hangout; it is, 
for locals, also the centre of their city. On Sundays, the square next to Barcelona Cathedral is taken over by locals 
dancing the sardana, while in the bars and restaurants there is a mix of local business people, traditional Catalan 
families, immigrants and a bohemian artsy crowd. Alongside the many art galleries and museums, there are 
libraries, community centres, nurseries and parks.

EL RAVEL
Modernisation projects are underway to revive some of the more run-down parts of the Ciutat Vella. El Ravel, 
which used to be marginalised due to its high crime rate and prostitution, is now one of the most creative parts of 
the city, drawing young artists, musicians and designers. There is a high immigrant population here, with almost 
50% of inhabitants born outside Spain. 
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LA RIBERA (El Borne)
This used to be as run down as El Ravel but is now one of the most sought after places to live, the Notting Hill of 
downtown Barcelona, offering boutique shopping by day and trendy bars and restaurants by night. 

BARRIO GÓTICO 
The most touristy neighbourhood, as it has the majority of historical sites and as a result it is the most noisy. 

BARCELONETA
Meaning Little Barcelona, this is the old fisherman’s quarter of the city where the old port, Port Vell, meets the 
beach. Here, there are some of the best fish restaurants in town and a long, sandy beach popular all year round 
with bathers, windsurfers, joggers and cyclists. Barceloneta is one of the smallest barrios in Barcelona, just 71 
hectares, with around 16,000 inhabitants. As they were built to house fishermen, apartments here tend to be very 
small, on average 30–40 sq metres and largely unrenovated. They are located close together and so have a tendency 
to feel claustrophobic. There is more space along the main streets of Calle Juan de Borbon or Paseo Colon. 
Properties in Barceloneta are popular buys with Brits looking to have a second home near the beach. 

L’EIXAMPLE (pronounced Ay-sham-pla)
When built in the latter half of the 19th century, Eixample was an early example of urban planning in the centre 
of Barcelona, designed in a grid-like formation by the visionary architect, Ildefons Cerda. He intended for it to 
meet the needs of the residents by having hospital, schools, public gardens and markets all in one place, with 
broad roads and consideration given to sunlight and ventilation. The best thing about L’Eixample is the space 
and the modernista architecture of Antoní Gaudi and his compatriots. The buildings are large, but it does lack the 
community feel you get in other barrios. L’Eixample is well connected to all of Barcelona with a number of metro 
lines crossing through it. Properties here are generally modern, well looked after with high ceilings, large windows 
and elevators. For this, however, prices are high.

GRACIA
North of L’Eixample, Gracia is a maze of crowded streets with the main residential area and metro station, 
Vallcarca, next door to Gaudí’s Park Güell. Here, you can find some of the city’s best tapas bars. Properties range 
from large, sunny flats, good for families, to cramped apartments squeezed into once private homes, ideal for 
single people or couples. This is a very popular place to live and property prices are high.

Suburbs
LA ZONA ALTA
Recognised as Barcelona’s most prestigious address, this is one of the biggest districts in Barcelona located on the 
northwest edge of the city, a little south of Gracia. It is the land of large mansions, elegant apartment blocks and 
the best international schools, so a good spot for well-heeled families. It used to be a rural region until the Catalan 
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middle classes discovered it. It feels residential and quiet here, but there is a metro line connecting it to the city 
centre. One of its appeals is that it is close to the Ronda, the belt-like highway that circles Barcelona. There are lots 
of parks and trees and very few tourists.

SAN CUGAT
Ideal for families, this suburb about 15km north of central Barcelona is well connected to the city by the ferrocaril 
(regional train). Close by is the forest of the Collserola mountain ridge and there is a large park on the grounds of 
the Romanesque monastery. 

SITGES
To rent: from €1000 (£814) a month for two-bedroom apartments up to €5,000(£4,000) for five bedroom houses. 
To buy: Starting price for detached villas - €800,000 (£650,000) in the residential zone close to the old town. In the 
old town, located in the centre of Sitges, prices are around €300,000 (£244,000) for apartments - many needing a 
lot of work. Luxury beachfront villas along the promenade in the areas of Vinyet and Terramar sell for upwards of 
€2 million (£1.4 million).  

Half an hour south of Barcelona, Sitges, is a popular, artsy, pricey, coastal resort suitable for commuters wanting 
to be close to the city but also be surrounded by a relaxed bohemian atmosphere. There are 17 beaches here 
running along a four km stretch of coast, with a climate said to be better than in Barcelona. Most notable in Sitges 
is the large gay community and many gay fiestas, including an outrageous Carnival in Feb/March and Gay Pride 
in July. It is also renowned for its fantasy Film Festival held each October.  Around 35% of the 26,000 people living 
permanently in Sitges are from Northern Europe.

 
SURREAL: the Salvador Dali Museum in Figueres is a popular tourist attraction 
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COSTA BRAVA
Meaning ‘wild’ or ‘rugged’ coast, and home and inspiration to Salvador Dali, Costa Brava caught on as a mass 
tourist destination because of its rolling, rocky cliff tops and hidden coves. The fishing villages along the northern 
stretch of the Costa Brava, however, offer some of Spain’s most attractive opportunities. The white washed village 
of Cadaqués, isolated from the rest of the coast by a winding, hilly road, is a popular spot for artists. Port de la 
Selva, 14km north, is an unspoiled fishing town overlooked by the Benedictine monastery, Sant Pere de Rodes. 
There is also the town of Figueres, 30 mins from Girona Airport, which is best known for being the birthplace of 
Salvador Dali and its Theatre Museu Dali (Dali Museum). 
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COMMUNITY: the Spanish enjoy socialising, and cafes, such as this one in Madrid, play an important part

To rent: Expect to pay starting rental price of between €800 (£650) per month for a two bedroom apartment 
(average of €16 per square metre). Five bedrooms, €3,500 (£2,800)
To buy:  Average buying prices start from €450,000 (£366,000) for two bedroom apartments and upwards of €1 
million (£800) for five bedrooms (average €4,000 per square metre).

Located in the middle of the country, 300km from the sea and 646 metres above sea level, Madrid is the highest 
capital city in Europe. This means that it is also a city of extreme climate: darn chilly in winter (around 1C), pretty 
boiling in summer (up to 40C) and perfectly temperate (22C) from May to mid July. It is a cosmopolitan city, 
dotted with pockets of medieval delights, 19th century squares and eye-catching modern design. Four million 
people and counting live here, making it the third most-populated city in Europe after London and Berlin. Despite 
being home to the government, the Spanish parliament, banks, multinationals and the royal family, it is not a stuffy 
city. It is, in fact, widely described as Europe’s most welcoming city, not in an open arms kind of way, but more 
in the ‘if you are here, come join in’ kind of way. Voted 10th most livable city in the world by lifestyle magazine 
Monocle it is, along with Barcelona, the fourth most-visited city in Europe. 
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That Madrid now gets as many foreign visitors as Barcelona shows that it has caught up in popularity. For 
decades, it played second fiddle to Barcelona’s glory, watching on jealously as its smaller rival basked in chicness 
and undulating worldwide popularity, but things are changing. The more cynical say that Barcelona has lost its 
mojo, sold its soul to the foreign tourist trade, and put consumerism and self-promotion ahead of values and 
culture. Madrid, on the other hand, not having any of Barcelona’s architectural delights or seaside attractions, has 
had to work hard to serve its own people, making it more Spanish and authentic, which in tourism terms means 
something nowadays.  It is, indeed, Spain’s most Spanish city.

The majority of people first moving to Madrid opt to rent. The rental market is generally under developed here 
versus other parts of Europe, and you will need to search hard to find a good quality property.  Some of the best 
places to look at are:

LOS AUSTRIAS
This is the oldest part of Madrid and the seat of the royal power. Here you will find palaces and private mansions, 
old churches and the everyday trappings of modern, Madrid life. Properties are expensive here, around 30% 
higher than in the rest of the city. 

MALASÃNA
The top place to live in the city, according to Pierre-Alban Watts who set up the property website and blog, http://
www.Moving2Madrid.com. Malasaña is in the centre of Madrid, just north of Gran Via, Madrid’s central avenue, 
south of the traditional Madrid neighbourhood of Chamberi and west of the gay and artsy neighbourhood of 
Cheuca. It is the number one spot for bars and clubs (bares de copas), restaurants and cafes, centred around the 
main square, the Plaza del Dos de Meyo. Quiet during the day and alive at night, one of the main attractions 
of Malasaña is its friendliness. Despite being in the centre of the city, it successfully achieves a village-style 
atmosphere. 

This area is best suited to young, well earning professionals. The majority of properties here are apartments, 
which need to be chosen carefully, as you can live on one part of a street and it will be quiet at all times but live on 
another part of the same street and there will be four bars nearby, partying all night. 

CHEUCA
A young, up and coming neighbourhood; think Shoreditch in London. It used to be run-down and cheap, but 
now it is one of the most expensive areas. Cheuca is centred around Plaza de Cheuca, a square dominated by cafes. 
Houses here are colourful with wrought iron balconies. Cheuca is the gay centre and the noisiest barrio in Madrid. 

LA LATINA and EL RASTRO
These are the most castizo neighbourhoods in Madrid, meaning the most authentically Spanish.  South of 
the centre of Madrid, they are characterised by typical old-style Madrid buildings filled with an everyday 
neighbourhood ambience. La Latina has a high concentration of tapas bars along Cava Baja and Cava Alta as well 
as Madrid’s largest flea market. Properties here are often cheaper but generally of a poorer quality.

http://www.Moving2Madrid.com
http://www.Moving2Madrid.com
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LETRA and CORTES
These neighbourhoods lie just west of Retiro Park, Madrid’s main park, and south of the main avenue Gran Via. 
Huertas is the main street in Luertas, and known for its 24-hour street life. By day, it is a sophisticated street of 
coffee drinkers and people watchers, but by night it is the place to be for the best live music in the city. Cortes is a 
neighbourhood of cobbled streets and tapas bars. Both neighbourhoods benefit from their central location, ideal 
for young professionals, but this pushes the price up. 

ATOCHA DELICIAS
Located next to Madrid’s main train station, Atocha has cheap apartments located just south of central Madrid. 
It is also close to Retiro Park, the great green lung of the city, museums and art galleries.  Neighbourhoods are 
typically Spanish and unpretentious. This is a good area for young people and students to live. Property prices tend 
to be on a par with La Latina. 

Suburbs
SALAMANCA
The most upmarket part of town, home to the best restaurants, the best and most expensive boutiques, wine bars, 
old-moneyed families and high-earning professionals. It lies to the north of Retiro Park and is well connected by 
three different metro lines to the centre of the city. Neighbourhoods include Recoletos, Goya, Fuente del Berro, 
Guindalera, Lista and Castellana. Properties range from top-end villas to contemporary city apartments. 
Ella Schierenberg, an English teacher, lives in the Goya neighbourhood of Salamanca. She describes it as: “One of 
the most expensive areas but it’s 10 minutes on the metro from the centre of town, it’s safe and I’m still walking distance 
from the main sites. There are quite a lot of expats living here but it is far enough from the centre not to be too touristy. 
Here, a two-bedroom flat is €1,100 per month but it is the equivalent of living in Knightsbridge.”

CHAMARTIN
This is the financial district of Madrid just to the north of the city, developed for government and businesses as 
well as families wanting spacious but good value property with good access to the centre. To the east and west of 
the Castellana, the long street running from the north to the south of the city, there are a number of residential 
neighbourhoods with two- to four- bedroom apartment complexes and villas with private gardens. Properties here 
are cheaper than in Salamanca. 

LA MORALEJA – ALCOMBENDAS
An affluent residential area popular with families located between the centre of Madrid (13km) and the Barajas 
international airport of Madrid (7km). There are different residential neighbourhoods here including El Soto, El 
Encinar and La Moraleja. Popularity of this district is based on the 16 international schools, the two golf courses 
and, for some, the fact that it was where David Beckham used to live when played for Real Madrid (the club’s 
training ground is close by). Property prices here are around 35% higher than in the rest of Madrid.  
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MAIN LANGUAGE SPOKEN 
Catalan and Castila
To rent: Two bedrooms €1,000 per month (£800), four bedrooms €2,000 (£1,600)
To buy: Average prices in 2011, ranged from €275,000 (£223,000) for two bedroom properties to €1.3 million (£1 
million) for five bedrooms. This is down €60,000 and €100,000 respectively, from 2008.

SCENIC: the Soller train in Majorca offers breathtaking views of the island 

MENORCA
Menorca is the second largest island in the Balearics and the quietest, designated a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve 
in 1993 for its bird population and prehistoric monuments. Unlike neighbouring Majorca and the other islands 
of Ibiza and Formentera, stringent laws have been implemented regarding development, with over 40% of the 
island protected. This means that it is likely to stay as tranquil in the future as it is now. There is just one 18-hole 
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golf course on the island which, according to locals, has more beaches than Majorca and Ibiza put together. There 
are direct flights to Menorca from many airports in Europe (from the UK they start in April) or ferries from 
Barcelona. It is also just a short hop (40km) from Majorca, where flights operate all year around. Menorca is an 
ideal place to move to for retirement or to own as a second home for families. There are no English-speaking 
schools but the Spanish schools are highly rated.

PEACEFUL: Soller in Majorca is famous for its orange groves and terraces of ancient olive trees

MAJORCA
Voted in the top ten of Best Places to Live by The Telegraph 2010, Majorca is the largest of the Balearic Islands, 
receiving around 6 million visitors each year. Half of the 780,000 people living on the island live in the capital, 
Palma. This is located eight km from the airport. While the eastern coast of Majorca is dedicated to mass tourism, 
the rest of the island is stunning and tranquil. The most expensive property prices in Spain are along the southwest 
coast of Majorca. Soller Valley in the north west of Majorca is famed for its orange and lemon groves as well as its 
fincas, stone, country properties. Majorca has all-round appeal to families, young people and retirees. It is easily 
accessible from the UK and has nine international schools.  For detached farmhouses, such as in the Soller Valley, 
expect to pay about €500,000 (£406,000) to €4 million (£3.2 million), while townhouses start from €250,000 
(£200,000). New build apartments start at €150,000 (£122,000). 
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IBIZA
In the concrete bars of San Antonio during the summer months, Ibiza is transformed into the clubbing capital of 
Europe, a magnet for the continent’s young. Don’t be put off: for the rest of the year and elsewhere on the island, 
Ibiza is a peaceful place to live with a year-round community of expats and locals, towering cliffs, pine forests and 
80 stunning coved beaches. Unlike Majorca, there is no mass tourism, despite the summer clubbers.  The climate 
delivers 300+ days of sunshine a year for up to 12 hours a day. Ibiza Town on the east coast of the island is the 
obvious choice if you want to live close to shops and historical monuments. If you are looking for somewhere 
quieter, more family oriented, San Eulalia, north of Ibiza Town, is a more family oriented resort, busy in the 
summer but not in the party way. The island’s English international school is located in the middle of Ibiza in Santa 
Gertrudis, so attracts a large expat population. 
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LANGUAGE SPOKEN 
Castila
To rent: Two bed €750 (£610) per month, four bed €1,200 (£976) per month
To buy: Average prices in 2011, ranged from €199,000 (£161,000) for two bedroom properties to €650,000 
(£528,000) for five bedrooms. These prices are more in line with 2008.

LUSH: beautiful beaches are one reason why Tenerife is the most visited island in the Canaries 

SAN CHRISTOBEL DE LA LAGUNA, TENERIFE
Tenerife is the most visited island in the Canaries with the majority of British tourism focused on the south of 
the island, while the north is more popular with the Spanish. This is largely because of the differing climates, dry 
and hot in the south, damper but more lush in the north. San Cristobel de la Laguna is a municipality in the less 
ventured north of Tenerife that was recognised by UNESCO in 1999 for its urban design. It was founded in 1496 
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as the capital of the island and remains a thriving cultural centre today, despite no longer being the capital. It was 
the first city in the world to be built on a geometric grid so feels modern, even though its houses are old. It is linked 
to the island’s new capital Santa Cruz by a modern tramline and is just a few miles away from Tenerife’s second 
airport.

REMOTE: Until as recently as 1960, the only ways in or out of Taganana, a fishing village in Tenerife, were by 
boat or foot 

FUERTEVENTURA 
Fuerteventura is the closest of the Canary Islands to Morocco (100km) and is the second largest island after 
Tenerife. It is around four hours from the UK and a 35-minute hop by ferry to the next closest island of Lanzarote. 
The summers here are dry and windy, which makes it a hugely popular destination for wind and kite surfers. 
Winters can be rainy but are largely mild and sunny. The best feature of Fuerteventura is that it is not built up. The 
liveliest resort is Corralejo in the north of the island but even this is a protected area and building is low-key.  There 
are no international schools on the island, but there are lots of golf courses and good healthcare with centres in all 
the towns, so it is well suited to retirees. 
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LANGUAGE SPOKEN 
 Castila
To rent: Two bed €600 (£488), four bed €1,200 (£976)
To buy: Average prices for the first quarter of 2012, ranged from €225,000 (£183,000) for two bedroom properties 
to €1.2 million (£1 million) for five bedrooms. This is down €25,000 for 2 bedroom properties and up €200,000 for 
five bed properties from 2008 figures. 

Think of bull fighting, think flamenco, think sherry, think gypsy guitar, think... Andalucia. It all began here. Spain’s 
southern-most region is where the stereotypical image of Spain derives from. It was here that the Moors, a mix of 
Berbers and Arabs, settled for seven centuries after crossing over to Spain from Morocco in 710AD. During this 
time, they built spectacular palaces and monuments, many of which remain today, namely the Alhambra Palace in 
Granada and the Alcazar of Seville.  Granada and Seville are constantly voted Spain’s two best tourist destinations. 
TripAdvisor survey. 

MAJESTIC: Malaga’s 19th century bullring lies in the heart of the city
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LIFE’S A BEACH: Costa del Sol has long been popular with Britons 

COSTA DEL SOL
The other stereotypical image of Spain are beaches lined with British pubs and fish and chip shops, namely, the 
Costa de Sol in the province of Malaga. This is Andalucia’s other great claim to fame, made notorious by British 
holidaymakers swarming here in their masses for a good dose of sun, sea and cheap booze. Costa del Sol lies to the 
west of Malaga airport and is a mix of 1970’s style concrete apartment blocks, luxury villas and leisure complexes. 
Fuengirola, Torremolinos, Mijas (8km north of Fuengirola), Riviera de Sol and Calahonda have become havens 
for Britons choosing to up sticks and move here for good, attracted by the climate, one of the best in Spain, the 
cheap flights from the UK and good amenities including schools, high quality hospitals and over 40 golf courses. 
Initially, it was retirees moving here, now it is a younger crowd, people in their forties, relocating their families and 
either setting up businesses or running companies remotely. More recently, they have been joined by an influx 
of Russians. Despite their influence, this region has seen some of biggest falls in property prices, with large villas 
reducing in price by as much as 50%. 
An AVE high-speed train operates between Malaga and Madrid (two-and-a-hours) and, more recently, between 
Malaga and Barcelona (five-hours-forty-minutes). 
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CHIC: Marbella remains popular with actors, pop stars, footballers and criminals 

MARBELLA
This is Costa del Sol’s most chic resort, which will come as a surprise to anyone expecting it to be the heartland 
of Costa del cowboys. It has the greatest number of golf clubs than anywhere else on the planet and some of the 
world’s richest people enjoying them. Houses here are flashy and grand but remain largely empty for as much 
as fifty weeks of the year, with owners flitting between them and a number of other houses elsewhere. Until the 
financial crash, Marbella used to have the highest per capita income in Europe.  Expensive sports cars, Rolls 
Royces and over-paid footballers and pop stars still abound. 
The resort, and Costa del Sol in general, has also long been a favourite of criminals. British gangsters on the run 
or in-between jobs flocked here in the Seventies and Eighties, encouraged by the lack of an extradition agreement 
between Spain and the UK.  The tabloids renamed it ‘Costa Del Crime’ and gave it the reputation of being “the 
bit of Europe that fell off the back of a lorry.” In 1990,  the great train robber, Charlie Wilson, was shot dead by his 
swimming pool at his villa in Llanos de Naguelos, near Marbella. In 2006, the body of an expat playboy criminal, 
Colin Nobes, was dumped, wrapped in a tarpaulin, under a flyover in the province of Alicante. Drug dealing 
remains big business as Marbella is one of the first destinations in Spain for cocaine being shipped in from North 
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Africa. 
More recently, it is rich Russians and Arabs buying up property here, in the hills around Marbella or around the 
marina at Puerto Banus. One of the most expensive housing complexes in the world is 60km outside Marbella 
in the Benhavis Hills. It is called La Zagaleta, where plots of land sell for upwards of €1 million and villas start at 
around €3 million. Expect gated security, guard dogs and CCTV. And best not to ask the neighbours what they do 
for a living.

ESTEPONA
If you still want to be in Andalucia and fancy somewhere away from overcrowded little Britain, Estepona might be 
a better option. It lies around 65km west of Malaga and is a typically Spanish resort. The streets are steep, cobbled 
and narrow, and there are a range of Spanish cafés and tapas bars. The population is around 65,000 and the 
beachfront free from the standard concrete façades. Estepona is the place that Brits retire to from busier stretches 
of coast. Property prices here are cheaper than in other parts of the Costa del Sol and during the summer months, 
there are far fewer tourists than elsewhere. 

SOTOGRANDE
Located between Estepona and Gibraltar, Sotogrande is a purpose-built town largely catering for expats, with a 
harbor and marina, international school, nine golf courses, and an internationally-recognised polo club. While 
some expats call it ‘soulless’, it benefits from being around 15 minutes from Gibraltar and therefore a good spot to 
commute from. The town is in close proximity to two international airports, Gibraltar and Malaga.

PUERTE DE LA DEQUESA
This is a small Andalucian town 40 minutes from Malaga and thirty from Gibraltar. It is a high-end destination’ 
attracting wealthy British tourists and property owners. There is a good selection of mountains and beaches as well 
as a golf and country club and a small (300 berth) marina. 

GRANADA
Jut a two-hour flight from the UK, Granada benefits from having a history that gives properties an intrinsic value. 
The Alhambra Palace, fortress of the Nasrid Sultans who were the last rulers of the Spanish Moorish kingdom, 
is the most spectacular monument in the whole of Europe and as a result, the most visited. Unlike the Costas, 
Granada has not suffered from over-development and remains intact as an historical destination. 
For long-term British resident, Molly Sears-Piccavey, “there is an expat community in Granada, along the Tropical 
Coast (Almuñecar, La Herradure, Salobreña etc) and in the Alpujarra, but they are the kind of people who want to 
live in the real Spain and avoid the built-up Spanish costa. If like me, you prefer complete immersion in a Spanish 
environment, Granada is a traditional city without a branch of Starbucks or Macdonalds anywhere to be found.”

RONDA
Ronda, the birthplace of modern bullfighting, is Andalucia’s fastest-growing town behind Granada and Seville in 
terms of tourist attractions. It is located around one hour northwest of Malaga in the Sierra de Las Nieves. Best 
known for its 390-foot deep El Tajo Gorge, that splits the mountain town into two – the old Moorish area, La 
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Ciudad (built in the 13th century), and the new town (well, newish, circa 1485), El Mercadillo. Ronda appeals as 
a place to live because it is more tranquil and secluded than life along the coast, yet benefits from a wide range of 
amenities such as hospitals, banks, and a selection of traditional Spanish-style shops.  The types of properties for 
sale here include townhouses in old and new Ronda, and fincas and cortijos in the surrounding countryside. 

GAUCIN
This white hilltop village, located between Ronda and Gibraltar, is home to a small selection of homes with 
sweeping views over the Rif Mountains of Morocco. It sits 626 metres above sea level and is a haven for artists. The 
population is small, just 2000, with expats owning around 100 of the homes. Despite the small population, Gaucin 
has a vast range of amenities including good restaurants, tennis courts, two riding stables and a large, municipal 
swimming pool. 

CORDOBA
Just one-and-a-half hours from Madrid on the AVE high-speed rail link, this UNESCO World Heritage site is best 
known for having the largest mosque in Europe, La Mezquita. One thousand years ago, it was Europe’s biggest 
city with a population of almost one million made up of the most advanced doctors, professors and philosophers. 
Nowadays ,one of its claims to fame is that it has the highest summer average daily temperatures in Europe, 
with over 40C common. Properties in the old city of Cordoba are best known for their patios, which much like 
Moroccan riads, have the houses built around the central garden. The patios are filled with plants and water 
features to keep the houses cool. Once a year, these homes open their doors for the annual Patio Festival. 

SEVILLE
Seville is the land of flamenco dancers and oranges, bullfights and Mudéjar (Moorish) architecture. It is a fusion 
of Islam and Europe, colour and exuberance consisting of olive groves and white-washed houses, winding 
cobbled streets leading to baroque churches. In Seville old town, there is the biggest Gothic cathedral in the world, 
neighbouring the Mudéjar-style Alcázar Palace. Across the Guadalquivir River from the Old Town, is the gritty 
quarter of Triana, home of the gypsies and flamenco. Beneath Seville’s flamboyant exterior, it is suffering from 
over 20% unemployment. The city’s 1992 expo led to the overhaul of its roads, bridges, airport and high-speed rail 
network to Madrid, but this has not turned out to be sufficient to attract the investors needed to provide jobs. 
Glen Reader, of the Overseas Property Network, says: “We stopped advertising properties in the centre of Seville 
because it is just so expensive and expats don’t generally look there – it is locals who want to own there. Expats 
tend to live in the surrounding areas and commute.”
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LANGUAGE SPOKEN 
Castilian 
To rent: Two bedrooms €375 (£305) per month, 4 bedrooms €850 (£690) per month
To buy: Average prices for the first quarter of 2012, ranged from €129,000 (£105,000) for two bedroom properties 
to €282,000 (£229,000) for five bedrooms. This is down €50,000 for 2 bedroom properties and down €90,000 for 
five bed properties from 2008 figures. 

Recently, Murcia, primarily Costa Cálida, has become a more popular place for Britons to relocate to than the 
Costa del Sol to the south and Costa Blanca to the north. This is largely because its prices are lower and it has 
recently invested a lot into tourism. This investment includes more golf courses with the aim of attracting a top-
end golfing tourists. Development is also starting on a Theme Park in Murcia, by Paramount, which is expected to 
open in 2015 as the second-largest in Europe, rivalling Disney in Paris. Its purpose is to increase visitor numbers 
to the region by six million and it will create up to 30,000 new jobs. Spanish people love to holiday in their own 
country and Murcia has been a popular holiday spot for Spaniards, mainly from Madrid, for generations, with a 
high proportion owning holiday homes along the Costa Cálida. 

POPULAR: Murcia is a popular holiday spot for Spaniards 
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Water Shortages

Unlike lush Valencia and Andalucia, Murcia is Spain’s most arid region and water shortages are a major problem. 
In 2008, there were fights between farmers and developers over water rights, and a black market now exists in the 
sale of water from illegal wells.  Water, which used to be transferred to the south from northern Spain, has also 
dried up as the north has experienced its own version of a drought. Currently, Murcia consumes two-and-a-half 
times more water than can be recovered and rainfall is predicted to drop 20% by 2020. 
Being the fastest growing region in Spain, however, has left Murcia the most exposed to the recent recession.  The 
residential construction boom of five years ago has suffered a drop of 82% and the region now struggles with high 
unemployment. Everywhere you look are half finished burnt orange brick constructions. The summer of 2013 
will see the opening of Murcia’s new international airport, Corvera, which is expected to handle three million 
passengers a year. Plans are also underway for the expansion of the high-speed AVE train to incorporate Madrid 
to Costa Cálida, expected to open in 2014 with a journey time of 4 hours.  

BLOOMING: Murcia is a major producer of fruits, vegetables, and flowers for Spain  

MURCIA CITY
The city of Murcia is located 25km away from the coast and is 800 years old,  housing Cathedral de Santa Maria, 
which boasts the tallest tower in Spain (96m). Summer is the best time to be in Murcia city if you are not a fan of 
crowds as it is virtually deserted with most of its inhabitants relocated to the coast. The flip side of this is also that it 
is not the best place to own a holiday let as you will be hard pushed to find summer clients.  
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CARTAGENA
Forty-four km southeast of Murcia city, Cartagena was Hannibal’s capital city on the Iberian Peninsula, named 
after Carthage in North Africa. This is a city of festivals, such as its annual Jazz Festival and its, arguably quirky, 
International Festival of Nautical Cinema. It is also big on the modernista theme, displaying similar style buildings 
to Barcelona due to the works of local architect Victor Beltri, a fan of Gaudí. 
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LANGUAGE SPOKEN 
Castilian and Valencian (a dialect of Catalan)
To rent: Two bedrooms €750 (£610) per month, 4 bedrooms €1,200 (£976) per month
To buy: Average prices for the first quarter of 2012, ranged from €136,000 (£111,000) for two bedroom properties 
to €242,000 (£198,000) for five bedrooms. This is down €50,000 for 2 bedroom properties and down €65,000 for 
five bed properties from 2008 figures. 

The province of Valencia is the largest of the three provinces in Valencia. It is located in the centre of the 
Mediterranean coastline, equidistant from Madrid (352km) and Barcelona (349km), with the Balearic Islands 
off its coast. Valencia is the most populated city in the region, as it is encircled by a wide-belt of medium sized 
suburbs. The climate here is Mediterranean, with hot dry summers and mild winters,  with around eight hours 
sunshine a day.  Valencia airport is located around 15 minutes from the centre of the city, with regular low cost 
flights to/from the UK. Unlike other parts of the coastline, the British expat population in Valencia is not large so 
there are no British enclaves. The majority of foreigners here come from North Africa.  Despite the low population 
of Brits, there are a number of British and International schools, which teach the British curriculum, the best of 
which is Cambridge House. The majority (99%) of the students at the school are not from the UK but locals from 
Valencia. 

HAPPY DAYS: Festivals, such as this Moors and Christians one in Alicante, are frequent across Spain 
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VALENCIA
Valencia is made up of an old town, which is where the city is most lively. It is characterised by cobblestone 
paths and mazes of streets and alleyways situated around the bohemian Barrio del Carmen, one of the trendiest 
neighbourhoods (and most expensive), to the north of Mercado Central, which is one of Europe’s oldest markets. 
Valencia has the best nightlife in Spain. The emblem of the city is a bat and Valencians live up to this by leading 
largely nocturnal lives. 

According to Graham Hunt, a British estate agent operating in the region, people choose Valencia as it is 
real Spain. “It is not as expensive as Barcelona or Madrid, but people see it as a mini-Barcelona. They like the 
atmosphere, and the pavement cafés, which have definitely improved since the smoking ban came in. There is 
a complete mix of people looking to move here. In the last six months, I have dealt with customers from twenty 
different nationalities.”

North of Valencia
LIRIA
Twenty five kilometres northwest of Valencia, Liria is one of the best connected suburbs of Valencia as it is on 
the metro line, has regular buses and a motorway that gets you to the city centre in 15 minutes. The beaches of 
Aszahar are only 20 minutes away and there are several golf courses in the town. It is set amongst the mountains 
and farmlands on the right bank of the River Turia and has a population of around 18,000. There are a number of 
modern villas with swimming pools in Liria and it is popular with Spanish families many of whom have second 
homes here. There is also a Sainsburys, based in the town, which does food deliveries to within 40km of Liria.

South of Valencia
GANDIA
Gandia lies approximately 40 minutes south of Valencia on the Costa de Valencia, a beautiful section of the 
Mediterranean coast where the mountain landscape reaches down to the sea. The immediate area around Gandia 
is known as La Sofar, which is made up of a number of small towns and villages. Gandia consists of a beach, 
Gandia Playa, and a town, around four km from the beach, with an excellent selection of shops. What makes the 
beach special is that it is not touristy and has kept its Spanish character. 
The main properties in Gandia tend to be apartments or terraced houses and casas de pueblo (townhouses), less 
than villas. 

XATIVA
Xativa is located 40km south of Valencia and 30km inland from Gandia, on the edge of a small Mediterranean 
mountain enclave. Its backdrop is orange groves, olive orchards and pine trees situated on the right bank of the 
River Albaida. Xativa is a truly Spanish part of Spain with a large medieval castle. In the town, there are boulevards 
and lush tree-lined streets with a number of fashionable boutiques, bars and cafes. Approximately 30,000 people 
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live in Xatvia, including a small British population, some of whom run a couple of English bars. 

COSTA BLANCA
This is arguably Spain’s most famous coast, drawing millions of tourists each year. Located on the southeastern 
edge of Spain in the province of Alicante, Costa Blanca stretches from Denia in the province of Valencia down to 
Pilar de la Horadada in Murcia. It is best known for resorts such as Benidorm, Javea, Denia and Calpe.

Costa Blanca is in one of Spain’s most fertile areas, known for its citrus trees,  almond trees and date palms. 
Cited by the World Health Organisation as the planet’s healthiest place to live due to its climate (300-plus days of 
sunshine a year), relaxed way of living and leisure facilities. While some parts of the coastline are overdeveloped 
(particularly the resort of Benidorm, which features concrete tower blocks, lobster red tourists and English pubs), 
restrictions have been put on development in certain areas with a positive focus on sustainability. The expat 
community is expansive on the Costa Blanca, which means, in turn, so too are the expat amenities. There are 
British butchers, hairdressers, restaurants and bars and British products sold in the supermarkets. Residents on the 
Costa Blanca claim that the sea is warmer here than anywhere else in Spain. 

There is a north/south divide in Costa Blanca with properties in the south (south of Alicante) being cheaper, 
more bunched together and the towns generally overdeveloped, while in Costa Blanca North (north of Alicante), 
the area is more residential with fewer properties and more land between them.

DENIA
Denia boasts 20 kilometres of the most beautiful beaches. Popular with Germans as well as Brits, Denia lies at the 
foot of the Parc Natural Montgo and is a large town with an 11th century castle in the middle. The last few years 
have seen a boom in interest from expats wanting to live in Denia, as the new properties lining the entrance into 
the town highlight.  Denia is in a conservation zone so building height and density is strictly regulated. There are 
golf courses and a harbour with ferries to Majorca and Ibiza.

JAVEA (Xavea)
Javea lies 80km northeast of Alicante along the stunning N332 coastal road. Around 24,000 people live in this 
attractive town, surrounded by hillside villas with wonderful coved beaches nearby. Overlooked by the Montgo 
Mountains, Javea benefits from not having been built up like other parts of this coastline.  Popular with British 
expats, there is a large international community. It is also popular with Valencians, who come down at weekends 
to enjoy the lively night scene.

ALICANTE
More Mediterranean than you might think, Alicante is nothing like its beachfront neighbor, Benidorm, 45 minutes 
north. It is Valencia’s second largest city, with a population of 340,000 inhabitants and is, thanks to tourism, Spain’s 
fourth largest in terms of GDP. Alicante boasts wide esplanades, modern and contemporary art galleries and 
idyllic sandy beaches. There is a regular ferry service to Majorca and an international airport with regular flights 
to/from the UK. The province also has a British and European school.
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LANGUAGE SPOKEN 
Galégo
To rent: Two bedrooms €650 (£520) per month, 4 bedrooms €850 (£690) per month
To buy: Average prices for the first quarter of 2012, ranged from €82,000 (£66,000) for two bedroom properties to 
€173,000 (£140,000) for five bedrooms. This is down €70,000 for 2 bedroom properties and down €90,000 for five 
bed properties from 2008 figures. 

This is Spain, but probably not as you know it. For a start, it looks more like the British Isles with its green hills and 
rolling fields, a climate more on a par with Ireland than southern Europe. It is Spain’s most western region, flanked 
to the north and west by the Atlantic and largely isolated from the rest of Spain. It sits atop Portugal, with 80% of 
the rural population speaking a language called Galégo, which derives from Portuguese. There are four Galician 
provinces, Lugo, Pontevedra, A Coruña and Orense, but the majority of the region live in the cities of Vigo and La 
Coruña.

REVERED: the Cathedral of Santiago De Compostela  is the reputed burial-place of Saint James the Greater, 
one of Christ’s apostles, and the destination of pilgrims since the Middle Ages.
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SANTIAGO DE COMPOSTELA
Galicia is best known for its capital city, Santiago de Compostela, the UNESCO world heritage destination of the 
age-old pilgrimage, the Camino de Santiago. Fans live here because it is Spain at its most simple and charming. 
The beaches, which the locals consider the best in Spain, are never packed, and the weather is considered better 
than the steaming Mediterranean coast, a more temperate 20+ degrees as opposed to the 30/40+ degrees in the 
south. It does, however, rain a lot. Properties here are cheaper than elsewhere and because all the food is local, 
it has not been inflated by tourist prices. Of the one million expats living in Spain, around 2.5% of them live in 
Galicia, the majority in the province of Pontevedra.

PONTEVEDRA
Pontevedra, meaning ‘old bridge’ is a welcoming tourist-friendly town in the south-west of Galicia, with winding 
streets, fountains and the spectacular Gothic church of Santa Maria la Mayor in amongst the alleyways of the 
fishermen’s quarter. It also houses an old town with portico streets and a museum of medieval art. Shellfish and 
the local wine, Albariño, are what Pontevedra is best known for. One of the main appeals of the Pontevedra is the 
proximity of the mountains to the coastline along the Rias Baixas estuary, just a few kilometres apart. There is also 
Islas Atlánticas National Park and its unspoiled beaches.

A CORUÑA
A Coruña is the most prosperous province in Galicia and has the region’s highest population. It lies to the north 
of Pontevedra and is a modern city with a busy port. Its three main cities are Santiago de Compostela, the region’s 
capital, La Coruña, the provincial capital, and the seaport city of Ferrol. For Britons looking to buy here, A Coruña 
benefits from having two of the region’s three international airports with daily flights from the UK. Property 
prices here are cheaper than in other parts of Spain and there is an extensive range of sea-facing and coastal-based 
property to choose from. Prices generally on a par with Pontevedra. 
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LANGUAGE SPOKEN 
Castilian
To rent: Two bedrooms €750 (£610) per month, 4 bedrooms €1,200 (£976) per month
To buy: Average prices for the first quarter of 2011, ranged from €150,000 (£122,000) for two bedroom properties 
to €242,000 (£198,000) for four bedrooms. This is up €20,000 for 2 bedroom properties and up €20,000 for four 
bed properties from 2008 figures. 

As the property market in these two regions is largely Spanish oriented, you will need to be confident of your 
own Spanish or find a fluent Spanish speaker to help you when house hunting. The only English-speaking estate 
agent for these regions is http://www.costaverdeproperties.com/ which has a wide range of properties for sale in 
Cantabria, Asturias and Galicia.

 
LONG TREK:  Tens of thousands of people walk the El Camino de Santiago, or St James’ Way pilgrimage, 
every year

http://www.costaverdeproperties.com
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CANTABRIA
This is where the Spanish and French come on holiday. It is less popular with British holidaymakers, primarily 
because the weather is like the UK, with average year round temperatures of 15C. Located along the north coast 
of Spain to the east of Galicia, the climate is moist primarily and drizzly a lot of the time enriching the vegetation 
enough for the region to warrant its name Costa Verda or Green Coast. There are beaches here, white sandy ones 
like Oyambre, Berria and Tregandin, warm enough to swim in, in summer, cliffs, valleys, glacial lakes and the 300 
square miles of Picos de Europa mountain range shared with Asturias. The city is Santander, a fishing port with 
a population of around 200,000. It is to here that the madrileños (people from Madrid) come, as it is a stylish city 
with excellent beaches. Another popular location is the coastal town of San Vicente de Baquera, 40 mins drive west 
of Santander. Due to its popularity with Spanish second homebuyers from Bilbao, property prices are higher here 
than in Asturias, particularly in Santander. Lots of new build houses and villas are sprouting up around the city. 
Inland, there are a number of rural properties looking for renovation. A good spot to buy is in the Picos de Europa 
national park, where you benefit from extraordinary mountain views. 

ASTURIAS
Like Cantabria, the British market to Asturias is limited primarily because of the climate. If you enjoy changing 
seasons, however, and temperatures a tad more brisk than other parts of Spain, this is a truly top place to live 
mainly because you get to enjoy a bit of everything, without a mass of tourists enjoying a bit of everything with 
you. For a start, you get the mountains (see above Cantabria) good for climbing, hiking and skiing a few minutes 
away from exquisite beaches a few minutes away from lush green countryside. A third of Asturias, including much 
of its coastline, is protected so is at no risk of being developed. The two main cities are Oviedo, the region’s capital, 
and Gijon, a more modern city, located on a popular surfing beach. Between the two cities there is a British school, 
the only one in the north-west of Spain. 
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LANGUAGE SPOKEN 
Euskara
To rent: Two bedroom €750 (£610) four bedroom €1,500 (£1,220)
To buy: Average prices for the first quarter of 2012, ranged from €82,000 (£66,000) for two bedroom properties to 
€173,000 (£140,000) for five bedrooms. This is down €70,000 for 2 bedroom properties and down €90,000 for five 
bed properties from 2008 figures. 

THE BASQUE COUNTRY (Euskal Herria)
The Basque Country is one of Spain’s most heavily populated regions, covering just 1.5% of the surface area but 
with 6% of the population. It stretches 100 miles from Bilbao north to Bayonne, France and in many ways has 
more in common with its French neighbours than with Spain. Most probably best known for its determined 
separatist movement and terrorist organisation (Euskadi ta Azkatasuna or ETA) than for its thick, green forested 
mountains, vibrant cities and delightful beaches. Due to the rainy climate and cold seas, this is not an obvious 
location for Britons to relocate. There is also the issue of the Basque language (Euskara), which is spoken virtually 
everywhere and which you need to speak (it is trickier than Spanish); otherwise, you will be hard pushed to find 
many outlets for conversation. The Basque people are one of the oldest ethnic groups in the world, which accounts 
for the fierce protection they have of their identity. 

MAN OF STEEL: Richard Serra’s huge, rolled steel sculptures at the Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao
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One of the most poignant historical events in Basque Country history was the aerial bombing of Guernica in 
1936 by German and Italian planes supporting General Franco during the Spanish Civil War. Over 250 people 
were killed and the town reduced to rubble. A depiction of this was painted by Picasso and now hangs in the 
Prado gallery in Madrid. In 1959, in protest of Franco and his repression on the Basque people, their language 
and culture, ETA was formed and the campaign against Franco and nationalist Spain began, with a number of 
bombing and high-profile assassinations. An estimated 850 people have been killed in the troubles since 1968.  In 
2011, ETA declared a permanent and general ceasefire, claiming that the solution to Basque independence needs 
now to come through dialogue and negotiation. Much like in Catalonia, the Basques do now enjoy a high level of 
autonomy. Euskara is spoken in schools and universities, the Basque flag flies far and wide and the region has its 
own police force. This is not considered enough autonomy for those Basques who want independence, and many 
Spaniards remain wary about how resolute the ceasefire actually is. 

Basque Country cuisine is often cited as the best in Spain, with San Sebastian a well-known mecca for 
gastronomy. There are said to be more Michelin stars per square metre there than anywhere else in the world. It 
is best renowned for its pintxos, Basque style tapas, the best of which are cooked fresh to order, including skewers 
of prawns dressed with garlic and peppers, three-month aged-steak served on bread with rock salt, and slivers of 
roasted green pepper, sticky tender beef cheek served with chickpea purée and salted pigs ears. This should be 
washed down with the local tipple, Txakoli, a slightly sparkling, very dry white wine. Expect to pay around €2 per 
dish. 

SAN SEBASTIAN
Located on the north-west corner of Pais Vasco above the Bay of La Concha, San Sebastian is up there with the 
best resort cities of Europe. It has, for as far back as it can remember, served no other purpose than to entertain the 
flocks that visit for July and August summer fun.  Once the reserve of the Spanish royal family, it is now frequented 
by mainly Spanish tourists who come here to escape the inland heat. The normal population is 180,000 but this 
swells to double this in the summer. A beachfront promenade runs the length of the bay, with an old town at one 
end (Casco Viejo) and a smart shopping district in the centre. Some of the most popular places to live in San 
Sebastian are Gros, which sits on the Playa de la Zurriola, popular with surfers, as it is windier than La Concha. 
There is also Antiguo, close to the Miramar Palace. A tip from expats: make sure that whatever you rent or buy in 
San Sebastian has central heating, as it gets very nippy in winter. 
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METAL MARVEL: Frank Gehry’s spectacular Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao, made of titanium, glass, and 
limestone, has attracted more than 10m visitors since opening in 1997

BILBAO
West of San Sebastian, not far from Cantabria, is Bilbao, a large city that thanks to the enclosing mountains seems 
more compact than it is. More than a million people live here and it is Spain’s fourth largest city. The port is one of 
the most important in the country and it is a centre for manufacturing, shipping and commerce. Bilbao is also a 
dynamic, cultural hotspot. This was not always the story. Prior to the opening of the Guggenheim in 1997, it was 
a city in decline. Unemployment was 25%, traditional industries had become obsolete and the city was polluted 
and congested. When the regional government announced their plans to spend $US 228.3 million on a museum, 
critics considered it a waste of money. Fifteen years on, the museum creates an annual income of €30 million for 
the region and attracts 800,000 non-Basque visitors a year, compared to less than 100,000 before it opened. This is 
a considerably higher-than-average visitor rate for a regional city. On the strength of the Guggenheim, Bilbao has 
built a metro network and airport as well as an opera house, convention centre and just so we remember where we 
are, a Museum of Basque prehistory and archaeology. 

Do not go to Bilbao expecting beaches, as there are not any in the city. Summer in Bilbao is in August, when 
the weather is hot and dry. Winter temperatures drop to around 5C. Other parts of the year can be drizzly, not 
dissimilar to a British spring.  

Bilbao is accessible by air from the UK and by car ferry from Portsmouth. 
Bilbao is split into an old and a new part. The old part (Casco Viejo) has been restored within the last few 

decades and is filled with bars and restaurants centred on the main square, Plaza Nueva. The Old Town is home to 
Europe’s biggest covered market. In 1990, it was entered into the Guinness Book of Records as the most complete 
city market in the world with nearly 200 shops over three floors.  The New Town (Ensanche) is full of office 
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buildings, shops and lively bars. The river Bilbao (Rio Nervion) runs through the middle of the city between the 
old and new halves. Indautxu is a popular, affluent place to live in the New Town with Plaza Indautxu being at the 
heart of Bilbao’s residential neighbourhood. Here there is a good range of apartments. Living in Casco Viejo is also 
a possibility if you don’t mind the tourists. Properties are, however, often in a bad state of repair.  One to avoid is 
the area of San Francisco on the left bank of the river, which has a reputation for being seedy. 

GETXO
This is the closest beach to Bilbao and a popular one, with ten kilometres of sand and cliffs. Located 12km from 
the city, it is on the Bilbao metro line. There are four residential villages here, Las Arenas, Algorta, Neguri and 
Santa Maria de Getxo. The benefit of living here is that you get the beaches as well as proximity to the city. 

LANGUAGE SPOKEN 
Castilian
To buy: Prices range from €82,000 (£66,000) for two bedroom properties to €200,000 (£162,000) for five 
bedrooms. 

MASONRY MARVEL: the aqueduct in Segovia is around 2,000 years old and one of the greatest surviving 
monuments of Roman engineering
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The Lonely Planet describes this region as ‘Spain without the stereotypes’. True, it is not the region of bullfighting 
or flamenco dancing, but it does do castles, lots of them, and there are some quite enchanting cities, three of them 
declared UNESCO world heritage sites: Avila, Salamanca and Segovia. C-y-L is Spain’s largest region, stretching 
from north of Madrid, which used to be the capital of the region before it became independent, up to the green 
coasts of Galicia, Cantabria and Asturias. It covers almost one-fifth of the surface area of Spain but has less than 
half the population of the next largest region, Andalucia. The centre of the region is given over to the vast, fertile 
central plateau known as the Meseta, a grain producing and sheep-rearing area. 

CORKER: the black Iberian pig lives primarily in the south and southwest of Spain and provides the world 
with Jamón ibérico, a type of cured ham that can take up to 48 months to produce

SALAMANCA
Located around 200km west of Madrid, this is home to Spain’s oldest university, built in 1218. It is one of the 
country’s most popular cities, due to its honey-coloured sandstone architecture and old city. The university, 
attended by 30,000 students, is the economic engine of the province. Fans of Salamanca claim it is the best place to 
learn Spanish as only the purest Castilian is spoken there. 
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‘The timings are all a bit weird: people have dinner at midnight, go for a drink at two am 
and go clubbing at four in the morning’

Trainee accountant Alexandra Gandini, 23, from London, spent a year living in Madrid as a student. She 
hopes to return to Spain but is put off by the state of the job market.

What prompted you to want to move to Spain and why?
I was studying maths at university in London and knew I wanted to take a year abroad on the Erasmus 
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programme. I had three choices: Spain, Germany and France. I don’t speak German or French at all but I had 
done Spanish A-Level so I thought it would be a good place to start. Spain is also well-known for its vibrant culture 
and night life, so I thought it would be a fun place to be as a student, and the university I went to had an excellent 
maths department.

How long did it take from taking decision to actually moving?
I decided I was moving in February and I actually moved in September. There were a few things I needed to 
sort out but that was mostly related to my university course, as I needed to get a 2:1 average in order to go on the 
Erasmus exchange, so I had to wait for my exam results to come through in July. I actually went to stay there for a 
couple of weeks before I moved, just to have a holiday and see what it was like. That was during the summer, and 
then I moved for the start of the academic year in September.

How did you choose Madrid? What was nice and not so nice about it?
I wanted to be in a big city so that’s why I chose Madrid, and also I knew the maths department at the university 
there has a really good reputation. Those were the main determining factors for me.

Madrid is much cheaper to live in than the UK, or certainly London. For the same price you get a much higher 
quality of food, and little everyday costs like going to the cinema and going for a drink were quite a lot cheaper. 
One of the areas I spent a lot of time in is Sol (which is where all the big protests over unemployment have been), 
because it’s easy to get to and from there you can walk to Gran Via, the main shopping road, which has lots of 
shops, clubs and bars. I went to the museums a lot as well; the Prado is amazing, I love it and every time people 
came to visit me I’d take them there.

The public transport in Madrid is amazing; it’s better than London. The tube at night is replaced by night buses, 
so the buses go to every single stop that the tube goes to. That’s really helpful because as long as you can get around 
on the tube during the day, and get around by buses at night.

I think people should go to visit the whole of Spain, it’s all amazing, but Madrid is a great place to live because 
it’s got a bit of everything. I even went skiing while I was there. It was just a 40-minute train ride away. Because 
Madrid is right in the middle of Spain, you can drive to different places quite easily, and you can fly anywhere in 
under an hour. Low-cost airlines are a big help with getting around the country. I had a really cheap weekend away 
in Santiago de Compostela like that. If you take a train from Madrid, you can be at the beach in three hours.

What were the best and worst things about living in Spain?
Everything happens a bit later in Spain – that’s both a good and bad thing. The people are really friendly and fun; 
they’re very laid back (again that can be both good and bad!). The food is excellent, the climate is fantastic. Spain in 
general is beautiful.

On the downside, Spanish bureaucracy is a disaster. It is definitely one of the worst things about living in 
Spain. I got an online-only bank account and thought I was being really clever because it gave me a higher interest 
rate but it took them two months to send me my bank card and they insisted on sending me my card and PIN 
separately. Then every time I called them to ask where my PIN was, they’d cancel my PIN and send me a new one 
because they thought there was a problem with it (though that may have been a language problem, maybe I wasn’t 
getting the message across). I had about five PINs sent to me before I managed to get one I could use. I had similar 
problems with practically every bureaucratic situation I had to deal with while I was there. With my university 
courses, for example, I chose some and then found out half-way through the term that I wasn’t actually allowed 
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to do them. Nobody ever noticed that I wasn’t supposed to be doing them even though I’d been careful to follow 
all the right procedures and had been officially enrolled on the courses. I had to put up a big fight over that. That’s 
a general point in Spain; if you push you can often get them to bend the rules when things have gone wrong with 
the bureaucracy, because it’s often their fault, in my experience. With my mobile phone contract, they told me that 
Blackberry services would be an extra five euros a month, and then when I got my first bill they charged me over 
100 euros; again that took a bit of a battle to sort out but I managed eventually. My bank, my university courses, 
my mobile phone contract, the rent… Everything that could have gone wrong with the bureaucracy did. 

Aside from that, most things about living in Spain are good. Everyone is really slow, which can be annoying; it 
takes them a long time to do things. And the timings are all a bit weird; people have dinner at midnight, go for a 
drink at two am and go clubbing at four in the morning. Everything’s shifted along a bit. That worked fine for me 
but it won’t suit everyone.

What went right and what went wrong with the move?
Because I was on Erasmus exchange, my residency was automatically registered and that helped me a lot because 
it meant I could start sorting things out as soon as I arrived. All I had to do was find a place to live, which I found 
through the university website, and they asked me for two months deposit on the rent, which I could do from a 
foreign bank account so that was very helpful. It meant I had accommodation sorted out by the time I arrived. I 
sorted out a Spanish bank account quite easily because I already had residency, and then with my mobile phone 
contract my main priority was to get Blackberry services so I could speak to my family back in the UK, as they 
all have Blackberries. There weren’t very good deals available and I just had to take the best I could get. Contracts 
were definitely more expensive than in the UK. I had to pay nine euros a month just to have a contract. But 
otherwise it is mostly the bureaucratic issues that were problematic.

How would you characterise Spanish people?
Spanish people are very friendly and good fun but that can sometimes lead you to doubt their sincerity a bit! They 
can be a bit over-nice at times and I suppose I found them a bit clingy occasionally. Most people I met were fine 
with me being a foreigner; others took the opportunity to mock me. I wouldn’t say they were actually hostile but if 
you’ve had a bad day the last thing you want is someone mocking your accent or the way you speak. But generally 
the Spanish were fantastic; very friendly and welcoming. People were very helpful in a lot of senses. Even though I 
didn’t speak Spanish very well, people did try and take the time to make sure that I’d understood everything. At the 
bank, the phone company, university lecturers – a lot of them would take extra time to help out because they knew 
I struggled with the language a bit.

Do you think being able to speak some Spanish made a big difference to your experience?
I hadn’t studied Spanish for a couple of years so it was a bit rusty. All of my lessons were in Spanish and the people 
I lived with were Spanish so I didn’t have much choice but to speak it. If I hadn’t spoken any to begin with I would 
have definitely struggled. The level of English in Spain is not very high. In business situations they sometimes 
use English words, which makes that a bit easier, but there are definitely a lot of things lost in translation and that 
caused some problems.

What lessons or things should others thinking about moving out to Spain know?
I think you have to go with a very open mind and be prepared to have long waits for things. Try to organise as 
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much as you can before you go but once you get there be prepared to deal with people who can’t speak English and 
with the fact that things will not go smoothly. It can be very complicated to sort things out initially.

What’s the funniest thing that happened to you while you were living in Spain?
Around November time, people started saying, “I’m constipado”, even people I didn’t know very well. I was really 
shocked, I thought people were being really quite open with me, but I didn’t know if it was just normal in Spain to 
tell everyone. But it turns out “constipado” means “I have a cold”, and not what I thought it did.

Why did you come back to the UK and would you ever move back to Spain?
I had to come back to the UK to finish my degree but I also felt that there weren’t really any opportunities for me 
in Spain. I’ve always considered Spain as somewhere I’d like to live permanently and I had a really good time in 
Madrid, but at the time I left it was 2008/9 and the crisis was kicking in. When I saw the unemployment rate for 
people my age shooting up there wasn’t much incentive to go back. Fortunately, a lot of the people I know there 
have been very lucky; they’re all hard workers and high achieving with good contacts, but there really is a big 
problem with employment there. I think people are really hanging on to contacts at the moment; if you know 
someone they might be able to help you out, but if you don’t then you could be stuck. There are other people I 
know who haven’t been so lucky, particularly people who are looking for jobs in the public sector. I actually know 
another expat who just had to move back from Madrid because she couldn’t find any work, even though she 
speaks English and Spanish fluently, which would usually be a big boost in the job market. I do want to go back 
there, hopefully, when the situation gets better.

Any tips on places to visit?
Salamanca and Segovia are gorgeous; I loved them. They are a bit smaller and they are both really beautiful places 
to wander around because there are so many old buildings. In Segovia, there’s a castle where Columbus was 
promised funding for his trip to America. There is also a beautiful old university in Segovia. The place has such a 
strong sense of history.

Any tips on shopping?
Don’t shop at Eroski. It’s a Spanish supermarket chain but it’s really low quality and just not nice. It’s a shame to eat 
from there when you can get such delicious food elsewhere in Spain at relatively low prices. Also you have to have 
ID with you every time you use a credit card; that’s a really important tip. Another thing to be aware of is that the 
bank accounts tend to have a monthly spending limit. I had a cap of 1000 euros per week on my card, which is 
quite generous but it was a problem in the weeks when my rent was deducted from my account and for example if 
I wanted to book a flight. You have to make special arrangements to raise your limit. 
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• Average salaries • Places to work • Setting up a business
The number of unemployed in Spain has hit a record high of 24.4% and continues to rise, with half of all 
people under 25 without work. This is a drastic increase from 2007, when the jobless rate was 8%. It means that 
competition for work, even low paid, menial jobs, is fierce with priority being given to locals. Job seekers with a 
grasp of several languages are preferred employees, but undoubtedly the best way of getting a job in Spain is to 
know the right people. If you do get a job, the wages will be considerably less than in the UK – a typical €20,000 
job in the UK is  €12,000 in Spain. The bottom has fallen out of industries such a real estate and construction,  as is 
evident from a glut of half-finished homes and an 80% drop in property demand. 

This aside, opportunities do exist especially if you are prepared to think laterally. 
Enterprising Britons have set up their own internet businesses, and continue to work  as tour reps, couriers, 

plumbers, property managers, and consultants. Teaching English is one career that, despite the economic crisis, 
remains thriving in Spain. This is particularly true in the larger cities, where there is a lot of demand for teachers, 
ideally with a first class degree, a TEFL qualification (Teaching English as a Foreign Language) and previous 
experience. A difficulty here is finding a school able to offer large chunks of work rather than just one to two hours 
at a time. 

For jobs outside the tourist areas, speaking Spanish (or the regional language), is a necessity; without it you will 
be hugely limited in your opportunities. You can almost get away without speaking it well in popular tourist areas, 
although you will be at an advantage if you can also turn your tongue to other languages, as there are a wide range 
of Russian, Dutch, French, Scandinavian and German holidaymakers. 

IDLE: With a massive over-supply of housing, Spain’s construction industry has ground to a halt 



Living in spain Your EssEntiaL Emigration guidE

Finding Work in Spain

EU nationals are able to work in Spain without a work permit and most UK qualifications are recognised in Spain. 
Foreigners from outside the EU need to have their work approved by the Ministry of Labour before they can start 
work and visas are required. The ease with which British citizens can enter the job market puts them at a huge 
advantage for jobs such as teaching English in comparison to citizens from other English-speaking countries such 
as the USA and Australia. 

Unlike in the UK, there are only a limited number of employment agencies, websites and newspapers 
advertising jobs. This is because traditionally networking and personal connections have been the main routes into 
jobs. This extends into job vacancies within companies, which other employees hear about and either recommend 
to their contacts or apply for themselves, preventing the jobs ever being advertised on the open market. The trick 
here is to get to know people and put word out that you are job hunting. 

While relocating to Spain without a job secured in the first place is a risky business, and something expats warn 
against, companies and recruitment agencies will take you more seriously if you are based locally and employment 
services prefer you to have a fixed, local address. It will also help with job interviews, which Spanish employees 
prefer to undertake in person. 

Salaries

In 2011, Spain’s minimum wage rose by just 1.3%, taking the minimum monthly pay for a full-time worker to 
€641.50, which is the equivalent to around £522. The rise was below the level of inflation.

The average net salary for workers in Spain is €2,440 (£1,984) per month, or €29,200 (£23,748) annually. 

Monthly Average of Salaries 

Dentists: €13,500 (£10,978)
Bankers: €8,500 (£7,000)
Directors: €5,800 - €15,000 (£4,700 - £12,200) 
Engineers: €4,200  (£3,400)
Sales Managers: €3,900  (£3,200)
Middle Managers: €3,500 (£2,800)
IT Professionals (starting salary): €3,300 (£2,700)
Technical support workers: €2,800 (£2,200)
Editing and Publishing: €2,500 (£2,000)
Teachers: €2,300 (£1,870)
HGV Drivers: €1,800 (£1,460)
Sales workers: €1,750 (£1,400)
Banking cashiers: €1,400 (£1,100)
Nurses: €1,200 (£976)
Cleaners/Refuse workers: less than €1000 (£800)

Average Annual Salaries per region

Madrid: €37,000 (£30,000)
Bilbao: €34,000 (£28,000)
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Barcelona: €33,000 ((£27,000)
Valencia: €24,500 (£20,000)
Murica: €20,000 (£16,200)

Annual salary range for companies in Spain

Hewlett-Packard Company: €18,616 - €92,738 (£!5,000 - £74,300)
Telefonica, Spain’s main telecom company: €18,548 - €99,335 (£15,000 - £81,000)
Accenture: €25,621 – 61,285 (£20,839 - £50,000)
Price Waterhouse Coopers: €32,000 - €51,526 (£26,000 - £42,000) 
Banco Santander: €41,000 - €110,000 (£33,000 - £90,000)

Executives and senior managers can expect to receive perks such as private health insurance, private school 
fees, sports club memberships, bonuses and profit sharing schemes. 

The average annual salary for:

Women: €20,112 - €40,025 (£16,000 - £33,000)
Men: €24, 589 – €51,812 (£20,000 - £42,000)

CONTRACTS 
Temporary Contracts

Spanish employers do not like the word ‘permanent’ when it comes to contracts. Permanent contracts mean 
high costs and high social security contributions. They also mean difficulties when it comes to terminating 
employment. They are therefore, more likely to offer you temporary contracts. These can be for three, six or nine  
months, but there is a limit on the amount of temporary contracts employers are permitted to issue an employee 
before being forced to provide them with a permanent contract. 

Permanent Contract

Severance pay on these contracts is 45 days of salary per year worked up to 42 months. There are no social security 
subsidies or other incentives. This contract gives the employer entitlement to state healthcare and education for all 
their family. 

You will need to receive a formal job offer if you are offered a job in Spain in order to apply for a resident’s 
permit (See CHAPTER 4, Visas, Red Tape and Other Visas). 

Where To Find Jobs

EURES is an information exchange network set up to facilitate the mobility of workers within the countries of the 
European Union (EU) and the European Free Trade Association (EFTA). The aims of EURES is to open up labour 
markets in Europe to European job seekers, employers and employees.  The network in your country can provide 
information on vacancies in Spain. http://www.eures.europa.eu. 

Spain’s national Institute of Employment (INEM) has regional networks of offices where you can look for job 
vacancies. To register as a person looking for work (demandante de empleo), you must be over 16 and have ID with 
your fixed address. Here, you can get professional counselling, benefits and job seeking guides. The INEM website 

http://www.eures.europa.eu
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can help you find an address for your nearest services. INEM has also created a national website showing vacancies 
countrywide: http://www.sistemanacionalempleo.es.  

Some of the regional offices are better than others but attempts are underway to improve the helpfulness of 
the service. Regional employment offices might provide services such as resource libraries and trade publications. 
They also offer help to individuals looking to start a business.

Useful Websites

Think Spain, an English language news site
http://www.thinkspain.com/services/joboffers/
Euro Jobs – jobs throughout Europe
http://www.eurojobs.com/
Barcelona Connect
http://www.barcelonaconnect.com/classifieds
Metropolitan Barcelona
http://www.catalunya-classified.com/
Spain Expat – Jobs in Spain Forum
http://www.spainexpat.com/spain/forum/viewforum/13/
Loquo – jobs in Barcelona, Madrid, Valencia etc
http://www.madrid.loquo.com/se/jobs/5 - Madrid
http://www.loquo.com/se/jobs/5 - Barcelona
http://www.valencia.loquo.com/se/jobs/5 - Valencia
Expatriates
http://www.expatriates.com/classifieds/spain/jobs/
Expatica
http://www.jobs.expatica.com/spain/home.html
Recruitment Sites
http://www.recruitspain.com - Jobs in Spain and Gibraltar
http://www.ambientjobs.com/
Job vacancies are also advertised at the British Chamber of Commerce in Spain
http://www.britishchamberspain.com/en/jobs
For jobs teaching English, you can contact the British Council, which has centres for teaching English in Madrid, 
Barcelona, Valencia, Bilbao, Palma and Segovia. To apply for jobs with the British Council, you will need to have 
a TEFL qualification either CELTA or Cert.TESOL, education to degree level and at least two years full-time 
teaching experience. http://www.britishcouncil.org/spain/en/working-for-us

Other options for teaching English:

Apply to British and International schools in Spain
Look in the Times Educational Supplement for teaching jobs each Friday
Look at notice boards in Spanish schools
Contact TESOL – Spain, the English language teaching association 
http://www.tesol-spain.org

http://www.sistemanacionalempleo.es
http://www.thinkspain.com/services/joboffers
http://www.eurojobs.com
http://www.barcelonaconnect.com/classifieds
http://www.catalunya-classified.com
http://www.spainexpat.com/spain/forum/viewforum/13
http://www.madrid.loquo.com/se/jobs
http://www.loquo.com/se/jobs
http://www.valencia.loquo.com/se/jobs
http://www.expatriates.com/classifieds/spain/jobs
http://www.jobs.expatica.com/spain/home.html
http://www.recruitspain.com
http://www.ambientjobs.com
http://www.britishchamberspain.com/en/jobs
http://www.britishcouncil.org/spain/en/working
http://www.tesol-spain.org
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Transferring Benefits

If you are unemployed and claiming benefits in the UK, you will be able to transfer these benefits to Spain for up 
to three months while you seek work. In order to do this, you must have been registered as unemployed in the 
UK for at least four weeks. You must also apply for a U2 (formerly E303) form, which provides authorisation to 
transfer benefits. On arrival in Spain, you will need to register as a jobseeker with the INEM within seven days 
from the date in which you stopped being available to the employment services in Britain. You will need to submit 
your U2 form when you register. 

Starting Your Own Business

While the entrepreneurial environment in Spain is dynamic, there is a high failure rate for start-up businesses, with 
a third folding in the first three years. The biggest mistake most people make when deciding to set up a business 
in Spain is forgetting to budget for the 12 months or so that it takes to get the business off the ground. There is also 
the seemingly impenetrable bureaucracy, which is hard enough for a fluent Spanish speaker to comprehend, let 
alone a fledgling newbie. To get through  this, you will need a gestor, a paperwork-professional who will guide you 
through all the rules and regulations you will have to comply with. The gestor is vital to proceedings, so make sure 
you find a highly-recommended one and don’t forget to add around €2,000 (£16,500) to your budget to cover his 
or her costs. Once set up, you are advised to maintain a gestor at a cost of around €50 (£40) per month.  

When you have decided on the type of business you want to set up, the next question is what type of business 
structure will best suit your business. This is an important question in Spain as it depends on whether you need 
start-up capital or to employ staff, and is best discussed with an accountant (asesor).

In Spain there are four main types of business:

Autonomo - which is the equivalent of freelance in the UK. To be autonomo, you need to make monthly 
contributions, by direct debit, to the Spanish social security office.  These will be between €250-€300 (£200 - £250) 
per month and give you free entitlement to the local doctors and hospitals (but not dentists) and education. This 
is the minimum obligatory amount and you need to ensure that you have this put aside regardless of monthly 
earnings. 

Sociedad Civil is a partnership where several individuals come together to form a business. For this, you 
will need to draw up an agreement that is legally binding between yourself and your partners. No minimum 
investment is required and any financial obligations or debts are divvied up between the partners. 

Sociedad Limitada (SL) a limited liability company (more than 95% of new companies are SL). Requires capital 
of €3,006 (£2,440) into a nominated bank account. This will be returned once the company is set up.

Sociedad Anonima (SA), which is similar to plc in the UK. Requires returnable capital backing of €6,000 
(£4,900)

Registering Your Business

If you are going to be operating your business from its own premises, you will need to register it by getting an 
opening license (licencia de apertura) that defines what it is and how it will operate. This comes from the town hall 
in the area where you are going to locate your business. If you are intending to open a restaurant or bar or anything 
serving food or drink, you will need to have a health license, which will require an inspection by local authorities. 
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Registering With The IVA Office (Agencia Tributaria)

This is like the HMRC in the UK and the IVA is the Spanish version of VAT, set at 18%. All autonomo and 
businesses must register for IVA regardless of earnings.  Once you have registered with the IVA you will receive an 
ID number called a CIF (this is the same as the NIE but for businesses). The Agence Tributaria is responsible for 
taxing you on your business activities. IVA is chargeable either monthly or quarterly. 

Registering With The Social Services Office

You need to register with the Social Services office in order for your business to make social security payments. 
This varies on the type of business you have set up. If you are autonomo (freelance) and contribute for 25 years 
(recently revised from 15 years), you are entitled to a pension. If your business is a SL or SA, you will have to pay 
social security on behalf of your employees. 
Note: The Spanish tax year runs from the 1st January to the 31st December. 

Funding A Business

Loans are available in Spain for locals and foreigners. The Instituto de Crédito Oficial (http://www.ico.es/web/
contenidos/4/home/home.html) is attached to the Ministry of Economy and Finance and exists to boost any 
economic activity that merits development or promotion. Grants are also available at all levels from municipal up 
to EU. These are normally offered to social enterprises such as for businesses offering employment in deprived 
areas. Information about such grants can be obtained from local Chambers of Commerce. 

For a more ‘peaceful’ life there is always the option of buying an existing business. The main benefits of this 
are that you can get up and running quickly and will already (hopefully) be making a profit and have a customer 
base. In order to do this, though, you will need to have substantial capital ready to invest. If you are interested in 
this route, you need to be aware that just because a business is operating does not mean it is legal. If it is legal, it 
does not automatically mean that you will be able to obtain a license to operate it. Also, do not always trust that the 
accounts you are issued with are the actual accounts for the business. They might just be the accounts drawn up 
for the tax office. Finally, don’t forget to question why the business is being sold. Is there something wrong with it? 
Due diligence is required every step of the way. Do not take anything at face value. 

Working Hours In Spain

Depending on what type of work and where you are in Spain, a typical working day begins at eight am, stops for 
breakfast at nine,  continues until two pm, stops for a lunch break from two pm until five pm, and then continues 
until eight pm. In Madrid, this long lunch break has largely been replaced with a one-hour lunch break and the 
working day is a more standard eight hours. In southern areas, the lunch break can be even longer, with work 
resuming at six pm until nine pm. A 40-hour week is typically expected, with 21 days of holiday a year. Most of the 
country shuts down in August and when it comes to fiesta time and family occasions, you may as well shelve any 
plans of working, at least until mañana.

To find out more about places to live in France and see what expats have to say about their local areas go to: 
www.telegraph.co.uk/bestplacestolive

http://www.ico.es/web/contenidos/4/home/home.html
http://www.ico.es/web/contenidos/4/home/home.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/bestplacestolive
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“Contrary to popular belief, there is plenty of work around, at least in the design field… 
but you need to be willing to work for very little money and long hours”

Nathan Powell lives with his partner and half-Welsh, half -Spanish daughter in Madrid. He moved to Spain 12 years 
ago on a spur of the moment decision. He runs his own freelance web and user interface design company. 

Why Spain?
I’d been over to Spain for a week’s holiday. It was my first time in the country, and it just kind of clicked; something 
about it made me want to return. I went back to London, handed in my notice, and arrived in Barcelona two 
months later with a rucksack, acoustic guitar and seven hours of Spanish classes. As I had no family back then, I 
was able to dive right in. I had no job so it was a case of ‘let’s just see what happens.’ 
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How has your work changed over time?
For the first three years, I worked in bars as my Spanish was terrible but during this time I began to take an interest 
in Photoshop and all things digital. A fellow barman was signing up for a graphic design course and asked me if I 
was interested and that was it. That was the beginning of my career as a freelance web and user interface designer.  
My work has drastically changed over the last seven years. I started out working for English magazines, mainly 
designing layouts and creating ads. As the crisis hit and editorials fell, I began to evolve. At first I started designing 
and building very basic websites, then moved on to specialising in the creation of 100% custom Wordpress sites. 
Now I purely design, while others do the coding. I work with developers, agencies and private companies to give 
them something unique. Also as time has passed, my client base has also changed, from predominately Spanish, to 
expats and companies abroad. 

Is it easy being freelance in Spain?
The life of a freelancer has its ups and downs regardless of your trade or where you are and Spain is no different. It 
can be a very difficult place to find clients willing to pay your rates. Spain tends to give very little value to design - 
you only have to walk around the metro and compare the billboards to the tube in London to see this. Perhaps one 
of the biggest challenges about being a freelancer in Spain is the misconception that, due to my location, I’m cheap. 
It is a shame that this view of Spain exists. Madrid is a very expensive city and when you look at local wages, it is 
unbelievable that people can live off them. It is also difficult to market yourself to a Spanish market when there are 
so many Spanish freelancers and companies willing to work for less. A senior creative designer in Spain could not 
hope to earn more than about €30,000 (£24,300). That is a graduate’s wage in London.

Is it difficult finding work?
Contrary to popular belief, there is plenty of work around, at least in the design field. The problem is that you need to be 
willing to work for very little money, and do very long hours. The Spanish design market requires you to be a jack-of-all-
trades. They want you to be able to design web sites, code, work with 3D, create corporate images and on it goes. If you 
want to work for a Spanish design agency, you have to be well-versed in pretty much all design fields.

How has the economic crisis affected your work?
Becoming a freelance designer was the best move I could have made. After the crisis hit, lots of agencies and 
design-related businesses closed down. This opened up the market to freelancers. More freelance contracts were 
being given to save companies money. Outsourcing design work is becoming the norm, certainly way more than it 
was a few years back. I’ve noticed a definite increase in the demand for freelancers over the last 18 months, both in 
Spain and from clients’ abroad.

Have you got any advice for people looking to work in Spain?
Learn as much Spanish as you can before you come. I didn’t and this stopped me from leaving the bar circuit 
for the first three years. As for looking for work, the method that always triumphs in Spain is by enchufe. This is 
someone in a company who knows someone, who is looking for a guy who can do this, that and the other. The 
expression, ‘it’s not what you know, but who you know’, is never truer than in Spain. The expat community in 
Madrid and the rest of Spain is a large one and generates a lot of work even within its own circles. Any place that 
there is a gathering of guiris (foreigners) is a good place to start a work search. 
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AL FRESCO: outdoor life is one of great attractions of living in Spain 

• Becoming a resident • Obtaining NIE numbers 
• Registering with the Pádron
British citizens or British subjects with right of abode in the UK do not need a visa to enter Spain. This applies 
to all member countries of the EU. You are also entitled to live, work, start a business or study in Spain without 
needing any paperwork for 90 days. Your status at this time is as a Tourist.  If you wish to stay longer than 90 days, 
you will need to register, prior to your 90 days being up, with the Central Register of Foreign Nationals (Registro 
Central de Extranjeros). This can be done either at your local Foreigners Department (Oficina de Extranjero) or, 
if there is not one of these in your area, at the local police station (Policia Nacional). Once you have done this, 
you will be issued with an A4 Registration Certificate as a EU Resident document (Certificado de registro como 
residente comunitario). The document includes your name, address, nationality and NIE number. Up until 2007, it 
was necessary to apply for a NIE number separately, but this is now incorporated into the Residence Certification.

You will need to make an appointment at the police station or Foreigners Department office. Depending on 
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which area you are in, this could be in months (so register early), weeks or, if very fortunate, the very same day you 
turn up. 

When you make your appointment, you should also collect the necessary paperwork from the department. 
This includes:

An EX18 form for applying for registration
A form for paying the fee (tasa), which is the Modelo 790. A Registration Certificate costs €10.20 (£8). It needs 

to be paid for at a bank prior to your appointment and the Modelo 790 stamped for proof. 
When you go to your appointment you need to take the filled-in and signed EX18 (and three photocopies), 

your passport (and three photocopies), and the stamped Modelo 790 from the bank. You will be issued your 
Registration Certification immediately. The Registration Certificate does not count as ID as it does not come with 
a photograph. You will still be expected to carry your passport with you as ID at all times. 

The Registration Certificate is valid indefinitely but the issuing office must be informed of any changes in 
circumstances, such as marital status or new address. 

You can download the EX18 here: http://www.extranjeros.meyss.es/es/ModelosSolicitudes/Mod_
solicitudes2/18-Certificado_Residencia_comunitaria.pdf

Non-EU family members of EU Citizens

The rights of any EU citizen are automatically extended to family members irrespective of their nationality. This 
means that they are also entitled to live and work in Spain. This involves spouse or partners, children under 21 and 
other dependent family members. A EU Family Member Residence Card needs to be obtained. 

The procedure for obtaining one of these is as above, except for the following differences:
The form that needs to be filled in is EX19 (you will also need the stamped Modelo 790 and fee of €10.20 paid 

in advance)
As well as your passport, you will need your family member’s passport (or DNI if Spanish)
The registration certificate of your family member, if not Spanish
Three passport-sized colour photographs 
A document explaining how you are related to your family member, written in Spanish. If it is a spouse, you 

will need to show a marriage certificate issued in a EU country. 
Three photocopies of all the above
You will not be issued with it immediately. 
It is valid for five years and can be renewed after this time. 

Download the EX19 here: http://www.interior.gob.es/file/11/11117/11117.pdf

NIE Numbers

If you are intending to stay in Spain for more than three months, you will be issued with your NIE as part of your 
EX18 Registration Certificate. The NIE is a personal identification number issued by Spanish authorities to any EU 
citizen. It enables you to:

Open a bank account 
Buy/sell/insure property 
Arrange a mortgage 
Pay taxes 

http://www.extranjeros.meyss.es/es/ModelosSolicitudes/Mod_solicitudes2/18-Certificado_Residencia_comunitaria.pdf
http://www.extranjeros.meyss.es/es/ModelosSolicitudes/Mod_solicitudes2/18-Certificado_Residencia_comunitaria.pdf
http://www.interior.gob.es/file/11/11117/11117.pdf
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Receive unemployment benefit 
Apply for a driver’s license 
Register with social services and receive benefits 
Start a business

If you do not intend to obtain a Registration Certificate in Spain, but wish to do any of the above, you will also 
need to have a NIE. This can be obtained by filling in a EX15 application and taking it along with a copy of your 
passport and three passport photos to the Oficina de Extranjero or the Policia Nacional, either by appointment 
or by arriving at six am and joining a queue. When the office opens, you will be given a number, which signifies 
your place in the queue. While you are waiting, you need to go to a bank with your Modelo 790 and the small fee 
for obtaining a NIE and get the 790 stamped. Return to the office and resume your place in the queue. If all your 
paperwork is correct, you will be issued with your NIE immediately. 
Download the EX15 here: http://www.extranjeros.meyss.es/es/ModelosSolicitudes/Mod_solicitudes2/15-
Formulario_NIE_y_certificados.pdf

Social Security Number

The social security system in Spain is similar to the UK in that you pay contributions every month. Go to any 
Social Security office (Instituto Nacional de Seguridad Social, INSS) with your passport and a photocopy of your 
passport. You do not need an appointment for this but as with all visits to public offices in Spain, being an early 
bird gets you to the front of the queue. Once you have completed a form, obtainable from the Social Security office 
called the Modelo TA.1, you will receive a number and temporary card right away. 
For a list of INSS offices in Spain go to: http://www.seg-social.es/Internet_1/Oficinas/index.htm
Download the TA.1 here: http://www.seg-social.es/Internet_1/Trabajadores/Afiliacion/Servicios/
Modelosdesolicitude31190/ModeloTA1Solicitudd572/index.htm?ID=572

The Padrón

The Padrón is a list of names of all the people who live in a certain municipality. It is obligatory for anybody who 
habitually lives in Spain, whether they are the property owner, tenants, or staying with family and friends in a 
specific municipality, to register (empadronarse) on the list at their local town hall.  The purpose of the Padrón is 
for the town hall to know how many people live in the area. 

Once you have registered, you can apply for a health card, enroll your children in school and be added onto the 
electoral role. 

Money is allocated to the municipality by the government based on the number of people on the Padrón. The 
more people registered, the more money is allocated to local health, schools and emergency services. 

There are also individual perks for registering, such as reductions in certain community charges and taxes, 
discounted leisure and cultural activities organised by the Town Hall. If you are resident on one of the Spanish 
islands, you can receive 50% discounts on airfares and ferry tickets to the mainland. 

To register you will need to:
Go to the   office at your local Town Hall and fill in the empadronamiento form they give you
Present them with your passport, NIE, Registration Certificate if you have one, s current utility bill, and the 

property deeds to your house or a copy of your rental agreement. 
You should be able to receive your certificate immediately or at least the same day. 
For more information see the website of the British Embassy in Madrid: http://www.ukinspain.fco.gov.uk

http://www.extranjeros.meyss.es/es/ModelosSolicitudes/Mod_solicitudes2/15-Formulario_NIE_y_certificados.pdf
http://www.extranjeros.meyss.es/es/ModelosSolicitudes/Mod_solicitudes2/15-Formulario_NIE_y_certificados.pdf
http://www.seg-social.es/Internet_1/Oficinas/index.htm
http://www.seg-social.es/Internet_1/Trabajadores/Afiliacion/Servicios/Modelosdesolicitude31190/ModeloTA1Solicitudd572/index.htm?ID=572
http://www.seg-social.es/Internet_1/Trabajadores/Afiliacion/Servicios/Modelosdesolicitude31190/ModeloTA1Solicitudd572/index.htm?ID=572
http://www.ukinspain.fco.gov.uk
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‘It’s quite old fashioned; sometimes I feel that I am in the 1980s and not in 2012. They 
are generally slow to accept change’

Molly Sears-Piccavey, 36 originally from Nottingham, has been living in Granada with her Spanish boyfriend 
for six years after initially moving to Spain in 1998 to learn the language. 
She blogs about her life at http://www.piccavey.com

What prompted you to move to Spain in the first place?
I experienced Spanish life at an early age; at 12, I visited a Catalan family on a school language exchange. This 
created a strong tie with the country and the language. Each year I visited at least twice, from the age of 12. I was 

http://www.piccavey.com
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improving my Spanish continually and wanted to use this in a job, but in the UK the options were very limited 
when looking for jobs speaking Spanish and required a degree in Spanish. When I was 21, I was working in 
Nottingham and had an office job that I wasn’t passionate about, so I decided to search for possibilities speaking 
English while working in Spain.

How long did it take from making the decision to move, to actually moving?
I think it took about four months approximately between deciding, making the preparations and actually getting 
on the plane. 

Why did you choose to move to the location that you now live in?
Initially, I moved from Nottingham to Barcelona, my first choice as I had friends there and they helped with 
accommodation and support. I lived happily in Barcelona for nine years. After a year or so, I met my partner who 
was from Granada, in the South of Spain. He wanted to move back to be closer to his family when his work gave 
him the possibility. So we both moved to Granada in 2006. We live in the city of Granada itself.

What are the positive things about Spain?
The atmosphere is generally laid back, lively and sociable and then there is obviously the weather, but more than 
the warm temperatures, I think it´s the light that makes a difference. In Granada, in winter, the temperatures are 
far lower than my hometown in England, but when the sky is blue and it is sunny even though it is freezing, it is 
easy to feel positive about the day ahead of you. 

Culture, history and tradition are very important in Spain. As it is a huge country, it makes a great base to visit 
the endless intriguing places and experience different customs. 

It is close to the UK and well-linked with many flights and even trains/buses/ferries in case there is a strike or 
pesky volcano erupting. In four hours more or less you can be door-to-door in case you need to get home (UK) for 
any reason.

Negative things about Spain?
Career opportunities. Due to the current job market, it is very difficult to hold down a stable job or even find one 
to begin with. 

It is also quite old fashioned; sometimes I feel that I am in the 1980s and not in 2012. They are generally slow to 
accept change, the general public is wary of online transactions and administration. Sometimes we are reminded 
that the old family way is the best way, Mum at home cooking, the husband out to work as the breadwinner. 
As I am in my mid-30’s and not married, this causes a raised eyebrow or two. In larger cities such as Madrid or 
Barcelona that is not the case - society there is more varied and open-minded.

It is slow to adapt to change. I´m convinced that Spain could do a lot better in international business than it is 
doing currently.

Bureaucracy - Sometimes it is very difficult to get things done. Customer service is non-existent. If you want 
something done you have to fight your corner to get it done (and then double check it again….just in case)

Post Office - The service is poor. Slow delivery, and the cost of services are very high. I sold things on Ebay 
some years ago but had to give up due to inflated postage costs. To send a 600gr parcel from Spain to the UK, for 
example, costs me €12.60 (£10.25) without insurance or tracking, just as an ordinary service. This is the cheapest 
service offered.
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Positive things about Granada?
There is an expat community in Granada city, along the Tropical Coast (Almuñecar, La Herradura, Salobreña etc) 
and in the Alpujarra, but they are the kind of people who want to live in real Spain and avoid the built-up Spanish 
costas. If you need to contact a British person, for friendship, business networking or information, there´s bound 
to be someone nearby. If like me, however, you prefer complete immersion in a Spanish environment, I’m in a 
traditional Spanish city without a branch of Starbucks and McDonalds anywhere near by. 

It’s a magical place to live, a mixture of old Moorish history, the snowy Sierra Nevada Mountains, the cobbled 
streets of the Albaicin, heaps of outdoor activities, many beaches just a 30-minute drive away from Granada itself. 
Lots of wonderful local produce, all kinds of local fruit, mountain cured Spanish ham from the Alpujarra, fresh 
natural spring water from the mountains, chunky rustic village bread made from old recipes. There is far too much 
to explain in a few paragraphs!

Negative things about Granada?
Working in a small company or having your own business in the city can be difficult. Sometimes, depending on 
the sector you work in, you have to be friendly with the people who run things locally, or be in the right circles, to 
get on and progress. I work in a multinational company and am not affected so much by this, but local politics and 
contacts can make life tough for small businesses. 

The city bus service annoys me. It is not cheap, it costs 70 cents or €1.20 for a single trip (depending if you 
have a top-up card or buy a ticket each time), but this only runs inside the city. The bus routes do not cover the 
surrounding villages or city outskirts. Around the city many areas are now being developed with large cinemas, 
industrial parks and restaurants, and the bus services don´t cover these new areas. The bus service has a customer 
service department for lost property and complaints, but never responds to written or telephone contact.

What went right and wrong with the move – what lessons have you learnt from the move that you would 
know not to repeat?
What went right was the timing. I made the move at the right time. I was young; I had no responsibilities and lots 
of flexibility. It didn´t matter how much or how little I earned for a while, as I had no overheads. 

What went wrong was that I had to work as an au-pair for 10 months before getting back into office work. This 
was not ideal, although on the upside, I did have lot of free time to speak Spanish. I had plenty of time to read and 
study the language without paying for classes. When I moved, I didn’t have any fixed plans for work and was not 
really trained in a specific role. If I were to do it again, I would look for job opportunities before actually leaving 
and find what is on offer at least before going. Maybe getting a TEFL qualification or a lifeguard certificate may 
prove useful, something to fall back on. Now with the wealth of information available on the internet, finding out 
specific information is much easier and more direct. In 1998, there was hardly any information available to me 
before moving out to Spain.

Are there any specific tips you would give to people thinking about moving over to Spain?
I would really advise anyone wanting to move to Spain to stay in inexpensive hotels or rent an apartment initially. 
Once they really get a feel for the place then rent for a six months or a year. Buying a home abroad because you 
have been on holiday to a certain place a few times is not advisable. The place where you live all year must be set 
up for winter/summer, to take the kids to school etc. Will you need a car to get things done?

I now happily live in a city centre apartment with no swimming pool. If you had asked me years ago where I 
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would like to live, I certainly would have said on the beach front!
I think that it is also useful to try and find people with similar ideas to yourself who already live nearby to 

speak to, maybe via Twitter, Facebook or by reading blogs. Try to find information about work and finances but 
also about any possible problems. Does the area flood? Are their harsh winters, forest fires, powers cuts or water 
shortages? Are the houses nearby occupied? If not, how long have they been unoccupied? Really try and find out if 
there are any adversities before upping sticks.

If you are looking for large expat communities, the largest are along the Costa Blanca or near Malaga, but there 
are expats now in the most unlikely places in Spain. It all depends on your lifestyle and your personal choices. 

Try to find a person that does the same work as you in Spain, whether it be a writer, a chef, or whatever, and 
find out what problems they had.  For pensioners, I can see that recently the main impact has been the euro/
pound fluctuations. 

I really would advise planning for best and worst scenarios and always have a plan B. I decided, when I left 
the UK in 1998, that if it didn’t work I could return home and find a job in Nottingham, and my parents were 
supportive of this. I didn´t request any financial support and, as it happened, things went well, but I did have some 
sort of plan if things were not working out.

Was there a lot of red tape that you had to get through when organising your move to Spain?
No, hardly any red tape.  I remember that I made arrangements with the Income tax Office for a tax rebate. I 
informed them that I would be abroad from a certain date. I made sure that I would be able to vote after leaving. 
As my parents were staying at my home address, any mail received could be opened by them and when we spoke 
on the phone I decided if I needed it forwarding to me in Spain or not.

I also registered with the British embassy in Spain. Those days everything was by phone or letters in the mail. 
Now the Foreign office has this great tool to register on: http://www.fco.gov.uk/en/travel-and-living-abroad/
staying-safe/Locate/

Would you ever return to the UK? Why/why not?
I don´t think that I will return to live in the UK. I have been in Spain for most of my adult life and have set up my 
home here. I travel to the UK once or twice a year to visit friends and family, but they visit me here in Spain more 
often. I have settled into the culture and the lifestyle here completely.

Is there anything specific that you miss about the UK?
The humour is something I miss. I regularly watch UK television and listen to radio shows on podcasts. Also pub 
quizzes, this is something I used to do back home, but recently I have found one I enjoy here in Granada and I go 
along most Fridays.

Are there any tips you can give about... Best places to live
If you want to work in large companies, I would recommend Barcelona or Madrid. If you have your own business 
or don´t need to find work, they you can choose practically anywhere in Spain to live. Some coastal resorts can be 
too quiet off-season. It’s best to see how a place works in the middle of January for example. A place that is busy at 
Easter or in the summer months may surprise you in wintertime. Spanish people often own two homes, one on 
the coast and another as their main home.

If you are thinking of selling up in the UK and buying overseas, maybe it could be an option to rent out your 

http://www.fco.gov.uk/en/travel-and-living-abroad/staying-safe/Locate
http://www.fco.gov.uk/en/travel-and-living-abroad/staying-safe/Locate
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UK home for a time and see how the new Spanish life works out while renting. This way you can take time over 
the decision and really think about what will suit you. I think that buying is quite complex, especially with the 
changes in the housing market in Spain. Prices have plummeted in the last five years and it is difficult to resell. If 
you manage to find a buyer, you may lose money at the moment. 

Getting a doctor/dentist
Spanish healthcare is generally good, in many cases even better than in UK. To find a dentist or doctor, I would 
recommend asking people who live in the area. It is possible to find American dentists or British doctors if you 
don´t speak Spanish. Many doctors do speak some English or there may be a translator to hand in a larger clinic or 
hospital. Some Spanish doctors actively advertise as English speaking. In areas such as Valencia, Malaga or Murcia, 
as well as large cities such as Seville, Madrid and Barcelona there are many services set up and aimed specifically at 
foreign clients. The GP is allocated based on your address, so you don´t get much choice. 

If you find a doctor you like, you can ask them to recommend other specialists. I do this and it tends to work 
well. Appointments can take a long time to manage. At the moment, two specialists I use need six weeks advance 
notice for a 20-minute appointment. So I tend to book the next one when I leave the clinic, to make sure I don´t let 
the days slip by.

In Spain, the regions have their own healthcare authorities so coverage, services, waiting lists and costs can vary. 
I live in Andalucia and have coverage with the SAS Andalusia Health Service.

Buying a car
In Spain, people generally buy new cars rather than second-hand. In the UK, the second-hand market is varied 

and established, whereas here it´s only just beginning to increase now with the economic crisis. The Spanish frown 
upon second-hand items (whether it be books, clothes, accessories or cars), and this leads me to believe that there 
are good deals to be had. Please take a trustworthy mechanic with you to check the car before purchasing or buy 
from a registered dealership.

Once the purchase is done, you need to make sure that the car is registered with the DGT (Transport 
Department), so that any fines or documentation has your details on it, and not the previous owners. This 
is especially important if you decide to sell a car second-hand. Make sure the new owner changes the name 
immediately.

If you decide to purchase a new car in Spain, check the same model, colour, specification in various dealers, for 
example, call the dealership in Almeria, Malaga and Marbella. Different prices may be offered depending on their 
monthly/quarter sales or depending on their stock at the time. 
Decide on a maximum distance you are prepared to go to pick up the vehicle and phone around. Also check 
garages for nearly-new vehicles with two-year guarantees, as there may be something worthwhile.

Where to go on holiday in Spain?
I would recommend renting a car and travelling around the Cabo de Gata in Almeria (but possibly not July/
August when it is at it’s busiest). Another favourite of mine in the Costa Brava (north of Barcelona), places such 
as Pals, Begur, L´Escala or Cadaqués. There are many other villages along that coastline with character. An option 
which is not on the coast is the city of Merida, in Extremadura. This has many well-preserved ruins such as a 
Roman circus and Roman bridge. It is a UNESCO World Heritage site. 

What are the best food shops/supermarkets/markets? 
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The most amazing markets that I have seen on my Spanish travels are the well-known Boqueria on the Ramblas 
in Barcelona. In Madrid, the Mercado San Miguel has re-opened recently and offers restaurants as well as a large 
variety of market stalls. Locally, in Granada we have the Mercado San Agustin just below Gran Vía, which is the 
main market in the city. Although my personal favourite is the corner of Plaza de la Romanilla, where a few stalls 
are set up in the mornings selling seasonal fruit, flowers and brightly coloured spices. It´s not a market as such, 
more a jumble of a few stalls, but it is something that I always like to see.

Food shops: Majorca, a high-end deli and cake shop in Madrid. When I go in I want to buy everything on 
shelves. In Granada, Mariscal, which sells wonderful cold meats, cheese and colourful fruit. Generally in Spain, the 
Colmado-style shops (local cornerstores) offer gourmet local products and good quality fruit and vegetables. 
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SUNNYSIDE: Spain still remains a favourite destination for Britons wishing to retire abroad 

• State pensions • Wills • Long-term care
Spain still tops the charts for many older Britons wishing to live in sunnier climes. It is hard to know exactly how 
many British retirees are living in Spain, since many of them do not register with the Spanish authorities, or split 
their time between Spain and the UK. 

Figures from the UK Department of Work and Pensions indicate around 100,000 Britons currently receiving 
their UK state pensions into a Spanish bank account as opposed to into a UK bank account. 

The proportion of Spaniards in the over-65 category has gradually been increasing over the past 50 years, and 
with one of the highest life expectancies in Europe, this is not surprising. There are eight million people aged 65 
years or over in Spain, and this is expected to rise to 12 million by 2040. 

In January 2011, the Spanish government raised the compulsory age of retirement from 65 to 67 years, giving 
Spain one of the highest retirement ages in Europe. Currently, public spending on pensions is around 9%. As the 



Living in spain Your EssEntiaL Emigration guidE

number of pensioners keeps rising, the Economy Ministry claims that this will account for 14% by 2040. 
For decades, Spain has been the most popular destination for British pensioners to retire to. There are said to 

be more retired British expats living along the Spanish costas than retired Spaniards. The main attractions: the 
climate, the lifestyle, the good healthcare, low cost of living and the fact that state pensions remain ‘normal’, in 
Spain, i.e. index-linked, which does not happen in other popular retirement destinations such as Australia and 
Canada, where pensions are frozen at the rate they were at when the move abroad takes place.

According to British pensioners living in Spain, the country offers a healthier retirement than staying in the 
UK. Old people are more accepted into everyday Spanish life, unlike in UK where they can be made to feel ‘old 
and marginalised’. The climate enables them to remain active, with the mild, dry winters of the Costa Blanca an 
ideal combination for asthma, rheumatism and arthritis sufferers. The normal coughs and colds, a day-to-day 
feature of damp, dark winters in the UK, disappear in Spain and without icy pavements, torrential rain and dark 
evenings to worry about, there is no excuse to stay indoors. 

The downside

The last few years have been hard for retirees living in Spain. The fluctuating state of the pound against the euro 
is a constant worry, along with increases in the cost of living. Age Concern España and the British Royal Legion 
in Spain both highlight the  incidence of ‘destitute’ British expats who can no longer afford to live in Spain and are 
having to rely on food parcels from neighbouring expats to survive. Their problems are confounded by not being 
able to speak Spanish and not having ever formally registered as living in Spain. This means that they lack the 
entitlement to free state healthcare and other local services. The fall in property prices has left many who might 
have moved back to the UK stranded in Spain, unable to sell their homes or facing having to sell them for far less 
than they bought them for. 

One factor which encouraged many Britons to move in the first place, cheap flights to and from the UK, have 
also become much dearer. Higher taxes on flights means that returning home is not as easy as it used to be to visit 
family and friends. 

There are also wider issues concerning the lack of welfare for elderly in Spain. While healthcare is of a high 
quality, aftercare is not widely available and there is no equivalent of the support services, such as district nurses, 
found in the UK. In Spanish culture, family members are relied upon to look after their elderly relatives recovering 
from illnesses, doing jobs such as feeding and washing them, even while they are still in hospital. 

State Pensions. 

If you live or are planning to live in Spain but have not worked there and wish to claim your UK state pension, 
you need to contact the International Pension Centre (IPC) based in Newcastle (Tel: +44 191 218 7777) to inform 
them that you are moving to Spain. They will organise the payment of your pension to either a UK or Spanish 
bank account.  If you intend to only spend part of the year living in Spain, you need to decide to which country 
you wish your pension to be paid, as it cannot be paid into different countries for different times of the year. If you 
move back to the UK, it is a straightforward procedure to have your payments transferred back here.

The tax paid on your pension will depend on whether you are classed as a non-UK resident. The UK has a 
double taxation agreement with Spain, which means that if you are a non-UK resident, you will not have to pay 
UK tax on your state pension, but will instead have to pay Spanish tax according to its rates. 

In order to receive a Spanish state pension, the minimum period that someone must have contribute to the 
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social security system has, as of 2011, risen from 15 to 25 years.  If you have worked in Spain and the UK and other 
EU countries, pension contributions can be combined across countries. If, for example, half of your social security 
contributions were UK national insurance contributions and the other half Spanish social security contributions, 
the UK will be liable for half your total state pension and Spain the other half. 

If these are your circumstances, you will need to apply for your state pension through your local Spanish Social 
Security office, Institudo Nacional de la Seguridad Social (INSS). There are 52 INSS offices throughout the country. 

For information and application forms regarding Spanish state pensions, go to the INSS website http://
www.seg-social.es/Internet_6/Pensionistas/index.htm. Once the necessary forms have been filled in, these will 
be forwarded by the INSS to the IPC in the UK and the pension you are entitled to from each country will be 
calculated. 

Your application can be submitted three months before or after the termination of employment, and payment 
is effective from the day after retirement. If the application is made more than three months after the end of 
employment, there is a maximum of three months of backdating available. Payments are made monthly.

If you move to Spain before reaching retirement age, you need to ensure you are still paying UK National 
Insurance contributions until you are 65, otherwise you might not be eligible to receive a UK state pension.  For 
further information, contact the UK HM Revenue and Customs http://www.hmrc.gov.uk/ni/index.htm

Obtaining a State Pension forecast is a useful way of finding out how much state pension you will receive when 
you reach pension age. This will enable you to figure out how much income you will have to spend when you retire 
to Spain. It can be obtained from the direct.gov.uk website:

http://www.direct.gov.uk/en/Pensionsandretirementplanning/StatePension/StatePensionforecast/
DG_10014008

For entitlement to healthcare as a pensioner, please see chapter 6, Health.

Language

No matter how vast your expat community is in Spain, you will at some time or other have to converse with a non-
English speaking Spanish person. This might be to pay a bill, get medical advice, or simply to have a chat. Being 
able to communicate will not only broaden your circle of friends, it will also make you feel more like you belong 
in Spain. You will be able to understand the news, join in the gossip and should your circumstances change for the 
worse, get help. 

Learning a language later in life is harder but certainly not impossible, and Spain is awash with opportunities. 
The most conventional route is either an intensive class at a language school or a weekly day/evening class. This 
is a good way of learning the structure of the language but in order to maximise its benefits, you need to use what 
you learn. Go into Spanish shops and ask for what you want, in Spanish. You might be a bit stumped when the 
shopkeeper answers you, in Spanish, but only to begin with. Keep doing this everyday and you will find it gets 
easier. Without doubt, the very best way of learning to speak Spanish is by speaking it and listening to it. Put 
yourself into situations where you are going to have to speak Spanish. You will be amazed at how quickly this 
becomes effective. Not only with your language skills but also your confidence, which is half the battle.  

Other ways of learning Spanish include reading children’s books, listening to children’s stories on audio, or best 
of all spending time with small children who are themselves learning to speak for the first time; this way you can 
‘learn to speak’ too. Conversation might be a bit limited to begin with, but it is an excellent way of growing your 
vocabulary. You could also offer your services as an English teacher to a Spanish neighbour, in return for them 

http://www.seg-social.es/Internet_6/Pensionistas/index.htm
http://www.seg-social.es/Internet_6/Pensionistas/index.htm
http://www.hmrc.gov.uk/ni/index.htm
direct.gov.uk
http://www.direct.gov.uk/en/Pensionsandretirementplanning/StatePension/StatePensionforecast/DG_10014008
http://www.direct.gov.uk/en/Pensionsandretirementplanning/StatePension/StatePensionforecast/DG_10014008
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teaching you Spanish. This doesn’t have to be done formally - you can share invitations to each other’s homes and 
cook together or go out shopping. If you prefer the idea of learning alone at home, there are numerous language 
programmes out there. One particularly recommended is Michel Thomas Learn Spanish, which teaches you 
conversation.

Find whichever method suits you best and do it. You have all the resources you need around you. You will find 
your life all the richer for it. 

Long Term Care

One of the most important things to do before retiring to Spain is to plan for your old age. British Consular 
officials recommend you do this ahead of time, when you are still physically and mentally fit. This involves 
financial planning, long-term care planning and preparing for life after the death of you or your partner. 

Currently around 85% of Spanish pensioners live with and are looked after by their own families. Unless you 
are fortunate enough to have family members close by, the same level of care is unlikely to apply to you. You 
therefore, have the following options:

State Nursing Homes

EU citizens in Spain are entitled to apply for entry to Spanish state homes. Only very few local authorities provide 
these, however, and places are limited even for Spanish pensioners, with long waiting lists. According to research 
by the Royal British Legion in Spain, there are of 2.5 public and private nursing home beds per 100 people over 65, 
reflecting the lack of demand. Should you get a place in a nursing home, you will find the experience very isolating 
unless you speak Spanish, as it is unlikely many of the residents or staff will be able to communicate with you in 
English. 

Private Nursing Homes

These have started popping up in recent years, managed by Spanish and non-Spanish companies. They provide 
various levels of treatment and care ranging from purely residential to 24-hour nursing. For elderly residents with 
sufficient income, long-term care insurance, or a family happy to cover payments, this is a possible option but they 
are expensive and there are no subsidies. Expect to pay between €2,000-5,000 (£1,500 - £4,000) per month for 24-
hour care. 

Local Councils

Assuming that you are registered as living in Spain for more than six months of the year and are listed on the 
Padrón of the town, you will receive help from the social services department of your local council so long as there 
is a population of over 20,000 in the community. Resources for local councils however are limited and vary by 
region. You might get an unqualified carer to come and help you at home but this is unlikely to be for longer than 
30 minutes each day. There are also charities such as Age Concern España, which provides equipment such as 
wheel chairs. They also help with repatriation back to the UK.  

Dying in Spain

If you die as a tax resident of Spain, your estate is eligible for significant exemptions from the Spanish state on your 
inheritance tax. If you are a non-tax resident, you will have to pay high inheritance tax on your estate. 
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Inheritance Tax 

Spanish inheritance laws are only applicable to beneficiaries who have been resident in a region for five years or 
over, or if the asset which is being inherited is located in Spain, for example real estate, or property in Spain. If you 
do not live in Spain, then the national laws for the country you do reside in will be applicable. 

The inheritance tax laws in Spain are in a state of flux with major variations between the regions. Below is a 
general overview of the system but due to the different and complicated laws in place, you are recommended to 
seek personal advice for your own individual circumstances. 

Whereas in the UK you can choose who you wish to leave your assets to in Spain, by law, certain categories 
of relatives, i.e. your children, have a fixed right to inherit one-third of your estate and it must be divided equally 
between them. Another third must also be left to the children, but this can be divided as wished in a will, and a 
surviving spouse will have life interest over this third. The final third you have the right to dispose of as you wish. 

In Spain, no beneficiary is exempt from paying inheritance tax. This differs from the UK, where inheritance 
tax of 40% is only payable if the value of the estate is over the Inheritance Tax threshold of £325,000. Deductions 
do exist in Spain, however, and these vary depending on the relationship of the beneficiary to the deceased. The 
kinship groups consists of the following:
1. Children (including adopted children) under the age of 21 (deduction of of €15,956.87).
2. Children (including adopted children) over 21, spouses and parents (deduction of €15,956.87).
3. Siblings, grandparents, aunts and uncles (deduction of of €7,993.46).
4. More distant relatives and friends (no deduction). 
Group One inheritors under the age of 21 can have an additional deduction of €3,990 for each year that they are 
under 21 up to a total of €47, 858,59 per recipient. 
Once these amounts have been deducted per recipient, the following tax rates are applied on the remainder of the 
inheritance:

0 up to 7,993.46€ / 7.65% 
Up to 15,980.91€ / 8.50% 
Up to 23,968.36€ / 9.35% 
Up to 31,955.81€ / 10.20% 
Up to 39,943.26€ / 11.05% 
Up to 47,930.72€ / 11.90% 
Up to 55,918.17€ / 12.75% 
Up to 63,905.62€ / 13.60% 

Up to 71,893.07€ / 14.45% 
Up to 79,880.52€ / 15.30% 
Up to 119,757.67€ / 16.15% 
Up to 159,634.83€ / 18.70% 
Up to 239,389.13€ / 21.25% 
Up to 397,55.08€ / 25.50% 
Up to 797,555.08€ / 29.75% 
Over 797,555.08€ / 34.00%

In addition, the Spanish also vary the inheritance tax on the basis of the beneficiaries’ pre-existing wealth. 
Someone in Group One or Two with a pre-existing wealth of over about €4,000,000 (the top band), could expect 
their tax bill to be multiplied by 1.2. In contrast, a beneficiary in Group Four, in the same top band of pre-existing 
wealth, could expect their tax bill to be multiplied by up to 2.4, meaning they would pay double the tax of a closer 
relative. 

Exemptions

Exemptions of 95% exist against the inherited value of the home up to the amount of €122,606; if you have been a 
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Spanish resident for at least three years and you are in Group One or Two. If the property is over €122,606, normal 
inheritance tax applies for anything above. For example, if the property is worth €200,000, you will pay 5% tax up 
to €122,606 and the full rate on the remaining €77,394. In these circumstances, you need to hang onto the house 
for ten years following the death, but it does not need to be your principal home. If you die during this time, the 
tax no longer needs to be paid. Several regions such as the Balearics, The Canary Islands, Madrid, The Basque 
Country and Valencia no longer have inheritance tax for residents.  

Inheritance tax needs to be paid by beneficiaries within six months of a death. 

Wills

If you own property in Spain, it is recommended that you get a Spanish will. If you also have assets in the UK, you 
will need to have a UK will. If you or your partner die without a Spanish will, your UK will, provided it is legal, will 
suffice, but you will have to endure a protracted bureaucratic nightmare as this gets sorted out. 

The bureaucratic nightmare includes having your account and joint bank account frozen pending execution of 
the will. Also, you will have to pay any inheritance tax due within six months of the death or incur penalties. It is 
also likely to get very expensive having documents translated as well as having to pay for legal advice. 

The most effective option, therefore, is to draw up two wills, one for the UK and one for Spain. In doing so, 
make sure that each one spells out clearly what assets they cover so that one will does not invalidate the other. The 
best way to ensure that this does not happen is by seeking legal advice in both countries. The cost of drawing up a 
will in Spain is around €150 (£121), plus the cost of a notary, who needs to verify it. 

If you die intestate, i.e. without having made a will in either country, your assets will be liable for high Spanish 
inheritance tax. This is regardless of whether you are a tax or non- tax resident. 

Inheritance tax laws vary from one region to another. You are recommended to seek advice from a legal expert 
in the region you intend to buy. 

TYPES OF WILLS 
Open Will

The most common type of Spanish will is an open will. This is made in front of the notary who keeps the original 
document and informs the Central Registry of Spanish Wills that he has possession of the will. You will receive a 
copy of the will once it has been drawn up. 

Closed Will

A closed will can be drawn up and the contents kept secret until your death. The notary must still draw up this 
will. The contents of the will are handed over to the notary in an envelope. The notary will seal the envelope in 
front of two witnesses.

Where to Retire To?

The southern coastline of Spain is awash with activities, social clubs and organisations that expats can join, as 
Pamela Dawson Tasker, an expat in Costa Blanca, explains:

“If you have just moved to Spain you will be amazed how many groups and associations exist here. The pages 
of the local newspaper, the Costa Blanca news, is crammed full of club announcements. Every sport or hobby that 
you have enjoyed in the UK or have always promised yourself you will take up ‘when I retire’ is catered for.”  
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It is no surprise that the most popular places to retire to are along Spain’s southern and eastern coastline, 
particularly Andalucia, stretching up from Estepona around to Valencia, with the biggest British population in 
and around Costa del Sol and Costa Blanca. Here, life for British retirees is well established. There are British 
hairdressers, butchers, plumbers, builders and supermarkets. It is pretty much like life in the UK, except that the 
sun shines for 300-plus days a year. According to a recent study by Lloyds TSB, 76% of British pensioners living in 
Spain are happier here than they were in the UK. 

Another popular place to retire to are the Balearic Islands. Over the last decade, Majorca has seen a 30% 
increase in its population, with a large proportion of this increase due to British retirees. Another popular island 
for retirees is Menorca, which is quieter and less built-up.

The countryside idyll

When fit and healthy and just embarking on retirement, the thought of doing up a finca and relocating to the heart 
of the Spanish countryside is a tempting option. It means lots of land for the grandchildren to run around in, room 
to grow vegetables, and great views out over rolling countryside. If considering this option, it might also be wise 
to fast-forward 15-20 years to when you are perhaps less fit and healthy. The remoteness you so craved when you 
first bought your house can turn to isolation when you are no longer able to pop to the town 10 miles away or walk 
the mile to your nearest neighbour (assuming you can communicate with your non-English speaking neighbours 
in the first place). The odd jobs necessary to keep an old house going could become burdensome and, should 
you or your partner get ill, you might find yourself stuck there unable to get help. Whereas, before the economic 
downturn, it might have been easy to sell your Spanish home and buy a modern alternative closer to amenities, 
this can no longer be guaranteed.

Contacts

Since care for the elderly is not as prominent in Spain as it is in the UK, it mostly falls to charities to look after 
retired expats who need help, be it for funding, care at home, information, translation services or just company.
Age Concern España work to provide services and support for the expatriate community living in Spain, and were 
established with the help of funding from Age Concern UK, due to the number of Britons over the age of 50 living 
in Spain.
They can be contacted at:
Pasaje Santa Catalina 4-4º-5ª
Los Geranios
07002 Palma de Majorca
Majorca
Spain
Tel: 902 00 38 38
Email: info@ageconcern-espana.org
The Royal British Legion also operate two branches in Spain, and work to help all members of The Royal British 
Legion – membership is open to all adults, not just members or ex-members of the Armed Forces. They offer 
services such as emergency funding in crises, advice, seaside breaks, travel tours and handymen who can carry out 
small repairs in members’ homes.

mailto:info%40ageconcern-espana.org?subject=
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Spain North:

The Royal British Legion District North
Plaza Calvo Sotelo, Num 1
Planta ET Puerta IZ,
03001 Alicante
Spain
Welfare Number: 676 451 780
Welfare Email: welfare.rbl.dns@gmail.com
They have 20 branches throughout the district, a list of which is available here: 
http://www.britishlegion.org.uk/counties/spain-north/branches

Spain South:

Apartado Correos 1014
Sucursal 1
Torremolinos
Malaga 29620
Spain
They have 15 branches throughout the district, a list of which is available here:
http://www.britishlegion.org.uk/counties/spain-south/branches

mailto:welfare.rbl.dns@gmail.com
http://www.britishlegion.org.uk/counties/spain-north/branches
http://www.britishlegion.org.uk/counties/spain-south/branches
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‘You have to embrace the Spanish culture’

Mary Middleton and her husband John, both 61, live in Blanca in Murcia. Having previously run a restaurant 
in Scotland, they took early retirement and moved to Spain eight years ago, where they now write a blog, 
http://www.a-brit-in-spain.blogspot.co.uk

Why did you move to Spain?
We moved to Spain eight years ago, primarily because of the climate. That was the major reason but that leads on 
to the lifestyle that you can lead here. Having lived in the Highlands for 14 years, the sun seemed like a welcome 

http://www.a-brit-in-spain.blogspot.co.uk
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change! 

How and why did you choose Spain and how/why did you choose the location you now live? 
We came over on one of these trips where you fly over and get taken around to different areas, but I don’t 
think that’s a good idea actually, and in fact I don’t think many companies offer that service anymore. I would 
recommend going for a smaller, established, local agent that really knows the area and who lives locally, because 
if you’re living somewhere near them it is not in their interest to fall out with their neighbours. With the bigger 
companies, you’re seeing someone whose sole aim is to get commission.

We ended up buying a place in Formentera del Segura on the Costa Blanca. We’d got an idea of what we 
wanted: we wanted to be part of a Spanish town – which it was, although our property was a new-build – and we 
wanted to be not too far from the coast. We enjoyed living there, but there were lots of things we didn’t see about 
the area before we bought it and it wasn’t quite what we thought it was going to be. There were far more expats 
than we’d thought, which is fine, but it does change the nature of the area. Almost every business you’d come across 
would be run by expats.

After that we moved to Guardamar, which is actually very close to where we were before. It is a very Spanish 
seaside town with the best beach in the area and it is very, very nice. It is unspoiled in many ways, but it is also a 
major holiday resort for holidaymakers from Madrid. A lot of people from the capital have holiday homes there, 
which means that during the winter some areas are very empty and during the summer they are full. 

Now we live in a little town called Blanca in Murcia. We moved here last June, partly because our daughter 
already lived here. It is totally inland, in the mountains. There is a river and lake, which is unusual, and we really 
like it here. We can shop in the local markets and buy local produce, which is really important to us. It is a big 
almond growing area, and there are lots of fresh local peaches. It is a nice area to live in. We prefer it to living in an 
area which is totally dominated by people coming into Spain – when we lived in the Costa Blanca, it was nice in 
some respects, but you could have been anywhere in the English-speaking world. We prefer it where we are now 
because it’s not so overwhelmed. I’m surprised that the Spanish aren’t more resentful of people taking over whole 
areas of their country.

You also get the seasons more where we are now; we did use to miss that where we were before. If you are in a 
really hot place it can be relentless and a lot of people actually leave for the month of August because it is too hot.

What are the worst and best  things about living in Spain? 
Obviously, the weather is the best thing about living in Spain. We like to swim and we can swim for most of the 
year out here. Life is a little more laid back.

I like the fact that I feel a lot safer here – there is crime, but it doesn’t seem as invasive as it does in the UK. 
Families are also very strong; they have very close-knit families and a close-knit community, which is really 

good. I don’t think it is so materialistic here, either. People are not so concerned with what you’ve got and what you 
haven’t got. There seems to be a lot more generosity.

The roads are quieter. That’s something we’ve noticed when we’ve been back to the UK. It seems much less 
frantic here.

Finally, life is cheaper. At the moment the price of properties is through the floor. Some people say it isn’t 
cheaper to live here but that is only if you insist on buying British products. We go to the market and spend 10 or 
15 euros and get so much fruit and vegetable it would be unbelievable in the UK. Some things are more expensive, 
of course, but I don’t think that is true of most things.
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What went right and wrong with the move?
I suppose we were naïve, as a lot of people are when they first move to a new country. You do have to realise you’re 
in another country and nowadays that’s quite easy to forget because there’s this kind of global culture. There are 
television programmes that everyone in the world watches, there are branded products that people all around the 
world buy, so there are a lot of things that are now shared experiences and it’s very easy to forget how different 
places are and that you’re in a foreign country, especially if you go into an area that is predominantly immigrants 
and expats like ourselves. People sometimes envelop themselves in this safe environment and then when they have 
to deal with situations that are legal or official, where things work differently, they struggle. In any country you go 
to there are cultural differences and you have to embrace that. I would say celebrate your own nationality; share it 
with your neighbours – we’ve just had a roast dinner and our Spanish son-in-law loves it – but you’ve also got to 
embrace the foreign culture.

What lessons or things should others thinking about moving out to Spain know?
I struggled with the language enormously. The best advice is to really, really learn the language. I had done a couple 
of courses before I went out but it was a struggle and it still is. I still enjoy being here and still try to speak Spanish. 
What people have to take on board is that they are moving to a different country. Language isn’t the only difficulty 
– the difficulty is what you’re moving away from. My daughter, who now lives in Australia, probably gave me the 
best advice when she said, “Don’t make a decision about whether you like a place or not until you’ve been there for 
a year”. Don’t decide you don’t like it within the first few months.

We had been to Spain a lot of times and we had also moved a lot within the UK – we’d lived right down in the 
southwest, in the Midlands and in the Highlands, and I think that’s actually really important because if you’ve lived 
in the same place all your life and then you move here, that’s something that I’ve seen people come unstuck by. We 
had neighbours who had never lived away from their family and just couldn’t take it. If you’ve never lived away 
from your comfort zone, it can be really difficult.

If you were asked to characterise Spain or the Spanish people, what would you say? 
The Spanish are very welcoming, especially if you try to speak Spanish to them. Even if you’re not very good, they 
appreciate the effort. Anywhere you go in the world you can meet good and bad people and it’s not to do with the 
country you’re in, but on the whole people here have been more welcoming than in some of the areas of the UK 
that we’ve moved to. Even though we don’t speak very much Spanish, we do get to know our neighbours. Even if 
there are language difficulties, you’re still swapping pots of jam or taking round a cake.

You’re not in the UK, so make sure that you take people for what they are and if you don’t like the bureaucracy 
here, which can be difficult, don’t think it’s the fault of every Spanish person you meet. They’re probably just as 
frustrated by it.

There are all sorts of different things that are different here; millions of things that are slightly different. It’s not 
considered bad manners if everyone’s talking at once and talking over the top of each other, whereas in the UK 
we’d get quite offended. There are cultural differences in how some men see the role of women in society. And then 
there are issues like animal welfare. Again, things are progressing towards what most people would say is a better 
way, but it’s still not the same as in the UK.

Even simple things, like what time you eat and how you shop, are different. It’s much more normal to shop 
everyday, for example, although they are getting more and more big supermarkets here. It’s a very noisy country; 
an incredibly noisy country with the talking and the fiestas and the loud music, and Brits sometimes find that 



Living in spain Your EssEntiaL Emigration guidE

hard. During fiestas, the grannies are out and the children are out. Everything is centred round the children. It’s a 
much more tight-knit society here. People will look out for kids. We were in Madrid recently and there was a small 
child walking by himself down the road and immediately everyone was stopping and asking if he was OK and 
looking for his parents.

How do the Spanish stereotype English people?
Until recently a lot of Brits were selling quite expensive houses in the UK, moving over here and having quite a 
bit of money to spend, so because of that one of the preconceptions is that the Brits have a lot of money and that 
they’re going to spend a lot. I’m always telling them that I have nothing! Generally, the Spanish I’ve met are curious 
and would like to go to the UK to see what it’s like. They’re interested in what family life is like there. You’ve got 
to think about how the Spanish see Brits behave in places like Benidorm, which doesn’t give a terribly good 
impression. But when you get to ‘real life’, then they’re just like everybody else. They’re interested and engaged; they 
tell you about their lives and about their children, and they want to hear about yours. You form a bond with them. 
I hope more of them get to know us Brits.

What is the funniest thing/experience that has happened to you since living in Spain?
You make mistakes with the language, like if you say to somebody the weather is very hot you say ‘mucho calor’, 
but there’s a word ‘caliente’ which you would use in connection with water, to say that water is hot, but if you say 
‘mucho caliente’, you are saying, ‘you are hot’. We have had that experience before; my husband said it to a waiter 
and he looked at me like, ‘Are you going to hit your husband?’ You stumble along with the language.

Would you ever return to UK?
We’ve been back and forth quite a lot to visit because we both had elderly parents when we first moved here. We 
still have family there obviously but they can come out to see us. We don’t see any reason to go back there now. We 
can’t foresee ourselves moving back there, never ever.

Is Spain a good place to retire to?
Blanca is renowned for its very long-lived people. My neighbours are in their 80s and still running their own 
market garden business. But it honestly depends on the person whether Spain is a good place to retire to or not; it 
depends on what you want.

The climate obviously is going to be an advantage for many people. The place we were living before, the Costa 
Blanca, is considered to have one of the healthiest climates. It’s a good place if you have arthritis, because the 
climate will help you. I think also because it’s a slower pace of life, especially somewhere like we’re living now. If 
you can pick up a bit of the language you’re going to feel a lot safer here than in the UK. Even where we were living 
before, there are older single people who live in flats that are easy to look after and they wander down to the square 
at night and have a drink with people and then wander back at night and feel perfectly safe. There are quite a lot of 
very strong expat communities and they do some good things; they look after each other.

If you’re going to stay here forever, though, you do have to have a plan for when you get older. The Spanish tend 
to look after their own old people, so there are not many care homes. It is different for us because our children are 
here too, so they are committed to looking after us. But I can understand if you were here by yourself you might 
want to go back to the UK when you got older. If you’re going to stay, you need to have a plan for provisions for 
care, healthcare and so on.
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I was already in Spain when my pension kicked in and I only had my state pension to come. You just apply for it 
and get it paid into whatever bank you want, so that was easy.

But it does depend on the person. Your money goes further here but things are different, and as you get older 
it’s not always easy to adapt. For some pensioners, moving into an expat community in Spain would be quite good 
but you have to be aware that the care is not the same. Age Concern functions very well here. They’ll give you very 
good advice and they will give you support, just in the way that Age Concern UK would, but other than that life 
here is not the same and I dare say that can be quite difficult.

There are also a lot of smaller, local charities that will assist old people and they are sometimes advertised in the 
English-language newspapers here: Costa Blanca News, The Leader, Coast Rider, Euro News – they’re all available 
online as well and they’re a good source of information, but they tend to give a negative look at things; there’s no 
such thing as good news. 

What are your experiences of the healthcare here?
I’ve been through hospital here and I found the healthcare very good. I think there are variations between 
local surgeries but that’s the case in the UK as well. Certainly, when I was ill, I went to the local surgery at 11 
o’clock at night and they did some tests and sent me straight away into hospital. I do find the service good. As 
soon as I signed up and we went to the new surgery here, I got an appointment for general health checks and a 
mammogram and things like that. You tend to get appointments straight away. 

You need to know the rules and which forms to fill in, but otherwise it’s quite straightforward. If you’re a 
pensioner, you register at the local office and you get a card and you get all the benefits that other pensioners here 
do. But if you’re an early retiree then you might need to have private healthcare; those are the rules here.

Any tips on buying property?
You hear a lot of sad stories about people buying property here but quite often the people who have acted 
improperly in these cases have been British – agents on the Costas and so on pretending they’ll look after you 
because you’re fellow Brits.

One piece of advice is that you should definitely rent here first, have a look at it – we didn’t and we should have 
done. Perhaps even rent in a couple of different places and then decide where you want to buy, and then do it as 
you would in the UK. Use a solicitor. Don’t use the solicitor of a developer or a builder. Choose one yourself that 
knows about the area and the type of property that you’re buying. Just use precaution. 

In the Valencian region there was the Valencian property law, which was badly written and there were 
loopholes. What it meant was that in some circumstances people’s land could be taken from them, or 
‘compulsorily purchased’. There’s also been a lot of corruption in some Town Halls and that’s a work in progress, 
cleaning up those. Things like planning permission that was given wasn’t legal, so some people have had bad 
experiences. Sometimes when you read the stories about how people have come unstuck, you think to yourself 
‘well you were a bit of an idiot actually’, though it would be unfair to say that everyone was. But you are in a 
different country and you have to recognise that and be careful about how you do things.

We sold in the UK and were ready to move over straight away. We came over and saw somewhere newly built – 
I wouldn’t ever have bought off plan as that’s where a lot of people went wrong– but ours was almost finished when 
we saw it. We came out again a few weeks later and it was ready. But we lived there for a number of years and then 
decided that we would rather be further inland. I think if you’re living in Spain and you’re thinking of living inland 
then you really, really need to speak the language first, because people generally don’t speak English here. If you’re 
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down on the coast, a lot of people will speak English.
The process of buying the property is relatively straightforward. Once you know how it works, it is relatively 

simple. You need a solicitor and a notary and your solicitor should check that there is no debt on the property. A 
lot of this information is available on English-speaking sites. They’ll walk you all the way through. AngloINFO 
is the most comprehensive and professional, although there is another one, Eye On Spain, which is more local 
to Spain. When we were moving to Blanca, I did a search on the internet for a solicitor who dealt with country 
properties because there are a lot of specific issues, so we made sure we found someone who specialised in it.

How have you found the banking system?
We use a little savings bank called Bancaja and it’s absolutely brilliant; it’s an amalgamation of several smaller 
banks. Our bank manager is second to none. He speaks English and loves idioms; we are always swapping idioms. 
If we’ve got something coming up like our insurance and we haven’t got enough money in the account, then they’ll 
check with you first before they let the money leave. In my experience, most banks will have somebody who 
speaks English and who will be able to guide you through all the banking processes.
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LAID BACK: Spaniards live longer than Britons thanks in part to their relaxed, outdoor lifestyle

• Public healthcare • Private healthcare • Dentists • Prescriptions
The tooth fairy doesn’t come to Spain, but the tooth mouse does. Dressed in gold-rimmed glasses and a red coat 
carrying a sword. His name is Ratoncito Perez.

Whether it is the plentiful fish, fruits and olive oil, the siesta or the high standard of medical care, the Spanish 
are a healthy bunch. Life expectancy is an average of 77.8 for men and 84.3 for women, and with an overall average 
of 81.1 years, that places it in the top ten countries by order of life expectancy. This is ahead of the UK at 80.5 
years and the EU average of 79.0 years. Heart disease is among the lowest in the EU and rheumatism and arthritis 
sufferers report huge improvements to their health and mobility when moving to Spain. 

It’s not all good news. One of the latest health issues to plague a country rich in some of the earth’s most edible 
delights is obesity. Referred to by the OECD as Spain’s ‘public enemy number one’, obesity has, over the last thirty 
years, grown to epidemic proportions. A move away from a traditional Mediterranean cuisine to diets rich in 
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fats and sugars is blamed, along with a lack of exercise; 40% of pre-school children are classified as overweight or 
obese. 

Each of the 17 regions in Spain takes individual responsibility for healthcare, with central government 
controlling the budget. The Ministerio de Sanidad y Consumo (Ministry of Health and Social Policy) is in charge of 
forming and implementing central government’s guidelines on health policy and care in Spain. 

There are 804 hospitals in Spain, 2,900 primary care medical centres (centros de salud) and 10,000 local clinics, 
which together make up the Spanish National Health System (Sistema Nacional de Salud, SNS). Forty per cent of 
the hospitals belong to the SNS, the rest are privately owned. Medical centres and clinics offer a range of family 
and GP services, paediatrics and nursing, with midwives, physiotherapists and social workers. In most towns 
and cities, the ratio of doctors per Spanish inhabitants is around 4.4 per 1000, which is higher than in any other 
EU country bar Italy (the UK has around 2.4 per 1000). Almost every small village will have a doctor and nurse 
operating on certain days. These are normally local inhabitants of the village, with weekly visits from regional 
medical staff. 

Each health area covers a population of between 200,000 and 250,000 inhabitants. 
Children must see pediatricians (medico de paediatrica) until the age of 15, at which time they transfer to the 

GP. 
Spain operates a combination of private and public healthcare, with public healthcare available on a 

contribution-based system, meaning that you have to pay into the social security system (seguridad social) in 
order for you and your dependents to have access to free healthcare. This is different from the British NHS 
system, which is a resident-based system, providing treatment to anyone who is ‘ordinarily resident’ in the UK. 
Non-residents and tourists, however, will never be denied treatment in Spain but they may be charged for some 
services. 

Current Problems

The public healthcare system in Spain is considered very good. A recent Reuters report claimed: “The system is so 
good and so cheap that many people use private health insurance for routine care but head to a public hospital if 
they are diagnosed with a serious disease or condition.”

As Spain’s economy has plunged, however, the public healthcare system, along with education, has been at the 
frontline for cuts. Per capita spending on health has  been reduced by 10% over the past two years, leading to the 
closure of operating theatres, staff cutbacks and rations being introduced on the use of basic medical materials 
such as blankets and bandages. Pharmacists are in uproar over the delay (currently 525 days) by social security 
services in paying for medicines, with many of the autonomous regions owing billions of euros to medical 
suppliers.   

European Health Insurance Card (EHIC)

EU residents are entitled to free healthcare while in Spain for the first three months of their stay, so long as they 
can provide an EHIC (European Health Insurance Card) http://www.ehic.org.uk/Internet/home.do. This will 
cover any immediate treatments needed. Medical conditions which do not require immediate treatment might 
incur charges. What is considered ‘necessary’ is down to the interpretation and the budgets of individual medical 
practices.  The EHIC card is not valid for healthcare in Spain if the holder is a Spanish resident. 

The NHS advice on accessing healthcare in Spain states that your EHIC card “will cover you for treatment that 

http://www.ehic.org.uk/Internet/home.do
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is needed in order to allow you to continue your stay until your planned return. It also covers you for treatment of 
pre-existing medical conditions and for routine maternity care, provided the reason for your visit is not specifically 
to give birth.” All family members must have their own EHIC card. 

The EHIC card is valid for five years. Once applied for, cards take 10 days to arrive. The card only covers you for 
publicly-funded healthcare in Spain, not private, so make sure that whichever clinic or surgery you go to is aware 
of this, especially if both public and private services are on offer. Also, should you need an ambulance, make sure it 
takes you to a hospital that offers treatment that the EHIC card will cover. 

If you are considering moving to Spain part-time, be aware that access to the NHS for returnees is restricted. 
Britons who spend less than six months a year in the UK, and live in Europe, can only receive emergency 
treatment on the NHS.  If you have not completed the registration formalities in Spain, you may not be eligible 
for treatment in Spain, either. This means that you will find yourself non-eligible for public healthcare in both 
countries. 

Eligibility to Public Healthcare

To be eligible for public healthcare, you need to be registered to pay social security in Spain, either from an 
employer if employed or via personal contributions if self-employed (see chapter 4, Social Security Number). 
You must also be registered on the Padrón (See CHAPTER 4, Visas, Red Tape and Other Visas). Once these 
formalities are in place, you will receive a medical card (tarjeta sanitaria) and be eligible for the same medical 
treatment as a Spaniard. 

S1 Form

Anyone who is in receipt of a UK State Pension, Long-Term Incapacity Benefit or Bereavement Benefit, will 
also be eligible for the same medical treatment as a local. In order to register for this, you need to obtain an S1 
(previously an E121) form from the International Pension Centre (IPC) in Newcastle.  This needs to be filled in 
and presented, along with your Registration Certificate (Certificado de registro) and your local resident certificate 
(Certificado de Empadronamiento), plus photocopies and passport to your local INSS office. They will issue you 
with an accreditation, which you need to take to your local health centre, which will register you immediately and 
issue you with a medical card (tarjeta sanitaria) at a later date. 

Britons Posted To Spain For Work

The S1 form is also valid if you have been posted to Spain for work (usually for a period of two or more years), but 
are paying National Insurance contributions in the UK. In this case, the form will be issued by:
HM Revenue and Customs
Charity, Assets & Residence, Residency 
Room BP 1301
Benton Park View
Newcastle upon Tyne
NE98 1ZZ
Tel:  0845 915 4811
Tel (from outside UK): (+44) 191 203 7010
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Early Retirees

If you are an early retiree living in Spain but not yet receiving a UK state pension, you may also be eligible for free 
public healthcare for a period of two-and-a-half years, via the same S1 document, so long as you can prove you 
have worked in the UK and paid NI contributions up to three years before your departure. If you are unable to do 
this, you must still register with the Spanish social security office where you will be eligible to pay a health tax set 
by the local government of up to €1000 per year. This figure varies per region. 
DWP International Pension Centre
Room TC001
Tyneview Park
Whitley Road
Newcastle upon Tyne
NE98 1BA
Tel: (+44) 191 218 1999
With this form, you will still be able to access NHS services when you return to the UK. 

Students

If you are planning to study in Spain on a UK-recognised course, you are entitled to healthcare via your EHIC 
card. When you apply for the EHIC card, you need to include the details of the UK institution you are seconding 
from and the Spanish university or college you are attending, as well as the length of time and qualifications you 
are studying for. 

Your GP will be allocated according to your address, and you can find out where your local health centre is at 
your Town Hall, when you register on the Padrón.  Once you have registered with a health centre, appointments 
can be made in person or over the phone. The phone number for your doctor should be printed on your medical 
card. 

Waiting Lists

As of August 2011, patients awaiting surgery in Spain cannot be made to wait longer than six months from the day 
they are put on a waiting list. A government decree stipulates that all health authorities need to comply with this 
new ruling. This does not include organ transplants, where waits are dependent on donors. How this decree will 
fare with the current healthcare cuts, however, is as of yet unclear. 

English-speaking Doctors and Nurses

It is possible, but not guaranteed, that you will find an English-speaking nurse or doctor in most hospitals. If 
an English-speaker is not available, most health services, particularly those in touristy areas, will provide an 
interpreter at a cost of around €12 (£9) per hour. That said, a language barrier is an issue, and not speaking fluent 
Spanish can jeopardise your health, with misunderstandings running the risk of leading to misdiagnosis. In some 
regions, doctors are refusing to treat patients who cannot speak Spanish unless they have an interpreter, as it can 
double diagnosis time. According to the Spanish Society of General Medicine, less than 10% of the expats arriving 
in hospitals along the Spanish coasts can communicate in Spanish. Charities, such as Age Concern España, have 
reported ‘significantly growing numbers’ of Brits returning home because of failing health, despite the good quality 
of local hospital care.
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CUTTING EDGE: Spain has one of the best healthcare systems in Europe 

Private Health Care

Spain has emerged as the European country that spends the second highest amount on private healthcare, after 
Switzerland. The number of people with private healthcare has increased by nearly one million since 2006 to a 
total of nine million, and is expected to increase as budget cuts grow in the public sector. Catalonia, Madrid and 
the Balearic Islands have the highest percentage of private insurance users, which tallies with the fact that these 
regions have the lowest public healthcare budgets. 
The most popular private health care companies include:
Sanitas 
http://www.sanitas.es
Mapfre 
http://www.mapfre.com
IMG
http://www.imgeurope.co.uk
ALC 
http://www.alchealth.com

http://www.sanitas.es
http://www.mapfre.com
http://www.imgeurope.co.uk
http://www.alchealth.com
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Asisa 
http://www.asisa.es
Expatriate Healthcare 
http://www.expatriatehealthcare.com
Finding an English-speaking doctor in a private hospital is almost guaranteed. If you are not yet confident with 
your Spanish, it might be worth obtaining private insurance so you can be sure to converse with a doctor. Once 
your language has improved, you could consider moving to the public sector. 

In 1980, Bupa bought Sanitas, the most popular private health care provider in Spain. Its Sanitas Health Plan 
Complete (http://www.bupa-intl.com/for-you/country/healthplan-complete) is tailored to expatriates who spend 
all or part of the year in Spain. This plan includes in-patient and out-patient care in two designated countries (the 
UK and Spain, for example, is a popular combination), while optional dental cover is also available. For an extra 
fee, full international cover is also available through Bupa. 

It is arguably better for expats to purchase insurance from a UK-based policy provider. Some insurance brokers 
claim that local Iberian plans may have ambiguous or misleading small print after translation, and if any disputes 
do arise, it is safer to be insured with a provider who is regulated by the Financial Services Authority. 

Dentists 

Dentists have to be paid for in Spain and are not available under the state system, except in certain circumstances:
All children aged six to 15 have the right to a free dental health programme. This is supplied through dental 
vouchers, which are sent out annually and provide basic services such as check-ups, fillings, extractions and some 
repair work. They can be redeemed with any private dentist on a set list who has agreed to work with the public 
health system. There can be a wait of several months to get an appointment. 

Treatment of ‘acute dental processes’ and ‘preventative exploration in pregnant women’ are also available on the 
public health system. 

In popular expat areas along the coast, there are a number of dental practices catering to English-speakers.  You 
can find them through personal recommendations, or by browsing listings on the internet, or in the Yellow Pages 
(Páginas Amarillas), where Dentists are listed under Dentistas. You can make an appointment with any dentist 
over the phone, and many dentists offer free after-care services or initial consultations.

Before receiving treatment from a dentist, you would be wise to ask for the cost put into a written quotation, 
otherwise you might find that it is (a lot) more than you might have anticipated. 

Pharmacy (Farmacias)

Pharmacies are everywhere in Spain, even in the smallest villages,  indicated by a lit up green cross. The 
prescription service is much more relaxed than in the UK, with many of the items requiring prescriptions in the 
UK available over the counter. These include antibiotics and asthma inhalers, as just two examples. A pharmacist 
in Spain must own his/her own practice and it is against the law to have a chain of chemists.

If you have registered for free healthcare, you will receive 60% off prescriptions. Pensioners who used to receive 
free prescriptions now have to pay 10% of the cost, with a cap at between €10-20 (€20 if you receive a higher 
pension). If you are a pensioner visiting on a temporary basis, you can claim back the remainder of prescription 
charges by contacting the Overseas Healthcare Team in Newcastle on 0191 218 1999 on your return to the UK. 

Pharmacies are open Monday to Friday from 9.30am to 2pm, then close and reopen at 5pm to 9.30pm. Twenty-

http://www.asisa.es
http://www.expatriatehealthcare.com
http://www.bupa-intl.com/for-you/country/healthplan


Living in spain Your EssEntiaL Emigration guidE

four hour clinics exist in the bigger cities. 

Emergencies

In the case of emergency dial 112. This is the equivalent of the UK 999 service and covers all emergency services. 
Multilingual operators are available. 
Ambulance – Ambulatorio
Fire fighters – Bomberos
Police – Policia
Emergency services are available for anyone needing them, regardless of residential or administrative status. 
Medical centres run from 8am to 9pm, Monday to Friday. Outside these hours, there are 24-hour primary medical 
centres, normally one per health area, which provide emergency treatment. If going, don’t forget to take with you 
either your EHIC or Spanish medical card. 

There should, in theory, be a hospital or health care centre within 15 minutes of any residence Spain, and in 
some cases it may be possible for a doctor to visit a patient at home, including out of hours and weekends. 

Contacts

The Department of Health has two offices in Spain, which can deal with healthcare enquiries from British 
nationals either visiting or living in Spain. 
Those based in Barcelona, the Balearic Islands, the Costa Blanca, Costa Dorada or Costa Brava should contact:
The Pension, Benefit and Healthcare Team
British Consulate
Plaza de Calvo Sotelo, 12
Apartado de Correos 564
03001 Alicante
Tel (from within Spain): 902 109 356
Tel (international):(+34) 91 334 21 94
Fax:(+34) 96 514 05 28
Email: Alicante.Consulate@fco.gov.uk
People in Madrid, the Canary Islands, the Costa del Sol or any other region of Spain which has not been 
mentioned, can contact:
The Pension, Benefit and Healthcare Team
British Consulate
Calle Mauricio Moro Pareto, 2
Edificio Eurocom
29006 Malaga
Tel (from within Spain): 902 109 356
Tel (international): (+34) 91 334 21 94
Fax: (+34) 95 235 92 11
Email: Malaga.Consulate@fco.gov.uk
The Spanish Ministry of Health can be contacted at:
Ministerio de Sanidad y Consumo

mailto:Alicante.Consulate@fco.gov.uk
mailto:Malaga.Consulate@fco.gov.uk
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Paseo del Prado 18-20
28014 Madrid
Tel: (+34) 901 400 100
Website: http://www.msc.es
International Pension Centre (IPC) for obtaining S1 forms
Tel: +44 191 218 7777
Textphone: +44 191 218 7280
International Pension Centre
Tyneview Park
Newcastle Upon Tyne
NE98 1BA
UK
Pension Tracing Service: +44 191 215 4491
Overseas Healthcare Team +44 191 218 1999

Non-Pensions Related Benefits

Bereavement Benefit/Widows Benefit: +44 191 218 7608
Employment and Support Allowance: +44 191 218 7117
Industrial Injuries Disablement Benefit: +44 191 218 7650
Incapacity Benefit: +44 191 218 7644
Pro Rata Incapacity Benefit:+ 44 191 218 7051
Jobseekers Allowance: +44 191 218 7652

http://www.msc.es
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‘Doctors tend to want to follow up here much more than they do at home;  after 
antibiotics, you have to go back to check the infection has gone.’

Ruth Barry and her husband Finn, both 38, relocated to Spain from London with Finn’s work, as a pilot, two 
years ago. They have two young children, Poppy, two, and Erin, ten months.

How long have you been living in Spain? 
We spent the first 20 months in Alicante before moving to Barcelona five months ago.
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Why did you choose Spain as a country to move to? 
We didn’t actually choose it! Work chose it for us when my husband’s employer moved his role from London to 
here. Although we could have been sent to a number of other places, we were pleased it was Spain.

Why did you choose to move to Gracia in Barcelona? 
We chose to live in Gracia because it is a thriving and creative part of the city with lots of young families, as well as 
interesting shops and restaurants.

What is good about Spain, and what is not so good? 
The weather, the landscape, the friendliness towards children, the food - especially the long lunch culture, food 
markets, the festivals. As is the small-town feeling of Gracia, just minutes away from central Barcelona. 

Not so good is the bureaucracy, the high level of unemployment, trying to learn Spanish in a Catalan area, 
the high cost of lots of things. Also, not so good is the lack of green space around where we live and the small 
apartments.

What have the biggest culture shocks been?
I have lots, but they all apply to Alicante much more than Barcelona. Not being able to find the information on 
the Internet that we were used to finding at home, such as nurseries for my daughter. Also, not being able to eat 
out until 8.30pm. When we used to come here on holiday as adults this didn’t matter, but it makes a big difference 
when you have young children used to eating early. 

There was also not much to do with young children in Alicante. It was hard to meet other mums and find 
activities. in London, there was a wealth of stuff to do with kids during the day. 

In Barcelona, the Catalan language is a culture shock. Even though I knew everyone was going to speak it, it 
was still a shock to hear and see nothing but Catalan and not to be able to advance my Spanish.  In both Barcelona 
and Alicante, I thought I might meet and make Spanish friends. We wanted to, but we get the impression that 
Spaniards are close to family and old school friends and don’t really feel a need to mix with international people so 
much. We really only socialise with other international people, as we are like-minded about schools and nurseries 
and tend to congregate together. The bureaucracy is a culture shock too.

What lessons have you learnt from the move here that you would know not to repeat if you were to do it 
again?
We put a lot of our things in storage and then realised it was cheaper to move everything out to Spain than to store 
bits in the UK. We couldn’t get a proper handle on the move costs until it was completed and it was cheaper than 
we thought

Are there any specific tips you would give to people thinking about moving over to Spain to do with the 
moving process?
Have a look for smaller removal firms, as the price seems to vary considerably. We used a small expat-focused 
removal service and had great service. It was a fraction of the quote from one of the big international firms.

What other tips would you give to any would-be British expats?
I would certainly not recommend currently moving to Spain unless you have a job lined up. The first thing to do 
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when moving here is to get a NIE number -  this is a green piece of paper with a number that is needed for lots of 
paperwork including taxes, household bills, buying any larger items, school registration etc.

One thing that is common here is to use a gestor to do paperwork for you – if you can find one this is really, 
really helpful. We had a fabulous lady who helped us with importing our car, registering our daughter’s birth and 
lots of other tasks – it made us confident that we were doing things correctly.

Was there a lot of red tape that you had to get through when organising your move to Spain?
Yes, my husband’s company did not assist with any of the paperwork, so we had to spend a lot of time surfing 
the Internet to try to understand residency, healthcare, tax, etc.  Here most of this sort of paperwork is arranged 
in person, so you have to go to offices with forms. Most of the staff are friendly and helpful as they are used to 
foreigners finding it confusing.

Would you ever return to the UK? 
Yes I think we would. We are enjoying the adventure and feel we want to stay longer, but we miss friends and 
family and we appreciate good things about the UK much more than we did when we lived there. It all depends on 
work, though. 

Is there anything specific that you miss about the UK?
Friends and family

Are there any tips you can give on... Buying or renting a house
Watch out for the agents fees (10% of the first year’s rent) and big deposits – deposits are only supposed to be one 
month by law but this is not adhered to and lots of landlords ask for more – they are also notoriously hard to get 
back!

Getting a doctor/dentist
Getting a doctor is pretty straight forward once you have completed the appropriate social security paperwork. 
You just need to go to the Centro de Salud in your area and they will help you to register and get you your first 
health card.

The Internet info on doctors is quite patchy compared to the UK, but once you find one it is easy to register 
as long as you have the right papers. They will also cover you on the EHIC card for emergency stuff until the 
permanent registration is in place. I have found private English-speaking dentists in both Barcelona and Alicante. 
I wasn’t really looking for English-speaking but the expat community is such that I heard of things by word of 
mouth.

Buying a car
Second-hand cars are expensive, as are new cars, but you can get deals on ex showroom models. If you are selling a 
car, make sure you transfer the ownership from you to the buyer, otherwise you are liable for the car.

What are the best food shops/supermarkets/other shops?
The markets are great, they are generally purpose-built covered markets in the centre of towns or districts – 
some of the more central ones can be a bit touristy, but the quality of the fruit and veg in the markets is generally 
excellent
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Do you have any experience of the healthcare system in Spain, outside of finding a doctor/dentist?
I have two young children, so I have lots of experience of healthcare here. 

Healthcare in Spain is generally very good - they tend to want to follow up here much more than they do at 
home, for example after a course of antibiotics, you have to go for a follow-up to check that the infection has gone. 

My father became very ill here on one visit - he went to a private hospital and they failed to diagnose 
pneumonia, which meant it got worse - he was diagnosed on return to the UK. His insurers did not recommend 
the private healthcare system and I would not either after this experience.

I also gave birth to Erin here, and I was covered by the public healthcare system throughout my pregnancy and 
birth. Overall it was great. I didn’t like having to stay in hospital for three days after a straightforward birth, but the 
standard of care was very good.
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HIGH ACHIEVERS: Spain offers a wide range of educational opportunities

• Types of school • Enrolling • School hours 
• Selection of British schools
There is a wide range of educational choice for your child in Spain. These include public and private nurseries, 
public and private schools, international and British schools, and day and boarding schools. Which school you 
send your child to depends on what language you wish them to be educated in and which educational system you 
wish them to follow, as well as your budget (if you have one) and location.

There are three types of school in Spain: public schools, publicly-funded private schools known as concertados , 
and private schools. Public schools are free of charge while concertados are private schools that receive government 
funding in exchange for signing education agreements with the local authority. These schools have subsidised 
fees and you may find that they have better facilities than public schools, so they provide a good mid-way option 



Living in spain Your EssEntiaL Emigration guidE

between public and private.
Education in Spain is compulsory between the ages of six and 16. The school year is set annually but usually 

runs from the first week of September until the last week of June. The timetable at public schools is usually seven 
hours a day, Monday-Friday, but varies slightly depending on the school, the region and the age of the children. 

If a school is oversubscribed, a selection of criteria is applied, primarily: catchment area, family income, siblings 
already enrolled there and whether or not the child has a disability, which gives them priority.  Concertados usually 
do not have catchment areas and private schools can set their own admission criteria.

It is compulsory to learn Castilian at all schools, even where Spanish is not the main language. In regions with 
other languages, it is also compulsory to learn the co-official language, for example, Catalan in Catalonia. In 
addition, children must learn a foreign language, which in many cases is English.

Child Care, Nurseries and Nannies

Nursery school, known as guardería, is available (and sometimes subsidised) for children who are aged 0-3 and 
it is free for those aged three or over (see below). About a quarter of children are in school by the age of two and 
almost all are by the age of three. 

Theoretically, any child is entitled to public education at this age, but due to limited places many parents may 
find they have to turn to private childcare. Some private nurseries are bilingual. The MumAbroad website has a 
directory of international nurseries in Spain organised by location, with many recommended by members of the 
site who have provided extensive reviews. See http://www.mumabroad.com/schools/ for more information. The 
best advice is to ask for recommendations from neighbours and other expats who are familiar with nurseries in the 
area you live.

Fees depend on the age of the child and the area in which you live, but tend to hover around the €500 (£400) 
per month mark. For example, fees at the Rainbow Nursery in Alicante are €525 per month. The British Prince 
School in Madrid costs €519 per month for an 18-month to two-year-old, while the Little Land nursery in 
Barcelona costs €430 (£350) per month for a six- to 18-month old child. Public nursery schools will be cheaper but 
are not free until the child is three.
There are strict regulations about the children/ teacher ratio at these young ages, as follows:
Children aged younger than one: One teacher to eight children
Children aged one to two: One teacher to 14 children
Children aged two to three: One teacher to 20 children
Children aged three to six: One teacher to 25 children
Nannies and au pairs are also a childcare option in Spain. Expat websites such as AngloINFO list local companies 
who can match you up with a suitable nanny. International services are also available, for example, Kids Matter UK 
can help you find English-speaking nannies working abroad. Director Samantha Kelly, who used to live in Spain, is 
fluent in the language and experienced in helping expats. See http://www.kidsmatter.uk.com. 

School Stages

There are three stages of schooling in Spain. These are pre-primary, primary and secondary, which is split into 
lower and upper secondary. 

http://www.mumabroad.com/schools
http://www.kidsmatter.uk.com
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Pre-Primary

From the age of nine months to three years, children are looked after at guarderías (nursery schools). Class 
sizes here are very small and the focus is more on ‘looking after’ the child as a form of childcare as opposed to 
education. At age three, children move to educación infantile EI (pre-primary school). Here, from the age of four, 
they will start learning numbers and letters.  Until six years old, education is not compulsory but it is free of charge 
above the age of three and almost all children are in school by this age. (98.3% in 2008/9).

Primary Education

This goes from six to 12 years with three two-year periods (years 1&2, 3&4, 5&6). If children have not reached 
the required stage after each period, they might have to repeat a year, which is not uncommon practice in schools 
in Europe. Maximum class sizes are 25 with most teaching done by a class tutor except for sports, music and 
languages, which are taught by specialists. Subjects covered are Spanish (lengua), Maths, PE, Art, Conocimiento 
del Medio (which includes geography, history and biology) and a second language, usually English. Religion 
(Catholic) is optional: the school generally asks parents if they wish for their child to study it. Other subjects are 
available if the preference is not to. 

Secondary School

Lower secondary (ESO)
This runs from ages 12-16. The maximum class size is 30. As in the UK, teachers at this stage are split into 
specialist subject areas, but children still have a personal class tutor. Compulsory subjects include science, 
sport, social science, geography, history, Spanish language and literature, a foreign language and maths. Again, 
assessment is continuous and based on exams’ with poorer achieving children having to repeat a year. Spain 
has the highest rate of repeat year performances in Europe. If they pass, the student is awarded a Certificate of 
Compulsory Secondary Education. 
Upper secondary
This is non-compulsory schooling from ages 16-18. Students can take Bachillerato, the equivalent of A-Levels 
and similar to the International Baccalaureate. Students usually take 10 subjects in the first year and eight in the 
second. Compulsory subjects include Spanish language and literature, a foreign language, sport and philosophy. 
Beyond the core subjects, students can choose to specialise in the Arts, Natural Sciences, Engineering, Social 
Sciences or Humanities. There are regular exams, usually once a term, as well as final exams. If students pass their 
exams throughout the course and at the end, they are awarded with a Bachiller. The Bachiller, along with an oral 
exam in a foreign language, are the qualifications needed to go to a Spanish university. 

According to a 2011 report by the OECD, 35% of children in Spain will have repeated at least one school year 
by the time they are 15. This is versus the OECD average of 13%. Spain also has one of the highest secondary 
school dropout rates, with 36% of 25-34 year olds not having completed Upper Secondary.
Vocational Training
For students who wish to pursue less academic careers, there is the option of Vocational Training. This system 
was modernised in 2009 by the Spanish government as a means of combating early school leavers and of 
improving employability. It is largely free-of-charge for most pupils, with a more recent emphasis on IT and 
telecommunication skills.  Students who successfully complete their vocational training are awarded the 
Certificado de Técnico in the relevant field. This certificate allows them to work in areas related to their training, to 
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do more training, or to study for a Bachillerato. 

Spanish Schools

The advantages of your child going to a Spanish school are that it is free (if you choose a public school), that your 
child will be more integrated with the Spanish community, which may be important to you if you are planning to 
stay in the country on a long-term basis, and that the school is likely to be more local to where you live. 

The primary language will, of course, be Spanish, which may be tricky if your child does not speak it. Generally, 
children under 10 will pick up Spanish relatively quickly, with three to six months being the rough time frame. 
Some schools do provide intensive language courses for children to help them learn quickly or there are plenty of 
private courses around. If your child does not speak Spanish, you might find they are put back a year until they 
have mastered the language at which time they will be put in with their own age group. 

If your child is being educated in Spanish, you will need to keep English spelling and grammar up at home if 
you intend for them to return to the British education system at some stage. 

There is no official league table of Spanish schools; schools are usually recommended by word-of-mouth, but El 
Mundo newspaper publishes a list of the 100 best private and concertado schools in the country. The most recent 
list available online in full is 2009/10, which can be seen here but is only available in Spanish: http://www.elmundo.
es/especiales/2009/03/aula/100colegios/index.html. Schools are listed by region and are strictly marked according 
to 27 criteria, including quality of teachers, number of pupils per class and extracurricular activities.

MumAbroad is a good source of information about Spanish schools. Some schools have been reviewed by 
other expats, which will give you a good idea of what to expect. See http://www.mumabroad.com/schools for 
more information.

Enrolling in a Spanish School 

If you are enrolling your child in a Spanish school from the UK, there is a chance they will need to have an 
interview and a medical. Local schools are filled on a first come, first served basis with the enrollment period 
happening early in the year, around March, and lasting for two months.
To enroll a child in school, you will need to have:

• Child’s birth certificate and passport, as well as parent’s passports with photocopies of each.  
• Medical card showing proof of immunisations 
• Proof of registration with the Padrón (see Chapter 4) 
• Passport photos x four

If your child is entering Secondary School, you will also need to have proof of convalidation.  This is the process of 
having your child’s educational records verified by the Spanish Ministry of Education. This requires filling in an 
official form called the Modelo Oficial (see below). Once you have filled it in, you will need to send it to the address 
below along with your child’s birth certificate and records of any exams passed and school record book. This 
process can take between three and six months, so it would be wise to start proceedings prior to leaving the UK, 
because your child will not be allowed to start school without it. That said, a receipt from the Ministry will come 
much more quickly and should be sufficient.  
Ministerio de Educacion y Ciencia
C/Alcala 34 28014 Madrid

http://www.elmundo.es/especiales/2009/03/aula/100colegios/index.html
http://www.elmundo.es/especiales/2009/03/aula/100colegios/index.html
http://www.mumabroad.com/schools
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Telephone: 0034 917 018 000 
http://www.mepsyd.es

Private Schools (Escuelas Privadas)

Around 30% of Spaniards educate their children privately. These schools include private schools, bilingual schools, 
international schools, Catholic day schools and British schools

International Schools

International schools offer a range of education choices, including the British A-Level system (see below) and the 
International Baccalaureate. The Good Schools Guide International provides information about international 
schools in countries around the world. Visit http://www.gsgi.co.uk for more information. Also, http://www.
mumabroad.com/ is an excellent source of information.
El Mundo lists the best international schools in Spain. Schools that made it onto the 2009/10 list are:
Sotogrande International School, Cadiz - http://www.sis.ac
American School, Valencia - http://www.asvalencia.org
Cambridge House, Valencia (see below) - http://www.cambridgehouse.es
Caxton College, Valencia - http://www.caxtoncollege.com
Alemán (German school), Barcelona - http://www.dsbarcelona.com
Bon Soleil (French school), Barcelona - http://www.bonsoleil.com 
King’s College, Madrid (see below) - http://www.kingscollege.es
Liceo Francés (French school), Madrid - http://www.lfmadrid.net
Montessori, Madrid - http://www.englishmontessorischool.com/
Scuola Italiana (Italian school), Madrid - http://www.scuolaitalianamadrid.org
El Limonar, Murcia - http://www.ellimonarinternational.com
Alemán (German school), Vizcaya - http://www.dsbilbao.org
The list, along with a description of each school, can be seen on El Mundo’s website but is only available in Spanish 
- http://www.elmundo.es/especiales/2009/03/aula/100colegios/extranjeros.html 
Emma Grenham, 41, who lives in Barcelona and founded the website, http://www.kidsinbarcelona.com , says: 
“If you choose to fund your child’s education in the private system, international schools are always an option. It is 
worth remembering that although they may be international by name, they are not always by nature. In some cases, 
the majority of pupils are local children and not the offspring of globetrotting, transient families as might be expected. 
British and American schools attract Spanish families seeking an English-language education for their children. Some 
international schools regulate their intake by fixing the percentage of national and international students enrolled. It 
may also be the case that your child receives their formal teaching in English but in the playground or during after-
school social occasions the lingua franca among classmates is Spanish.” 

British Schools

If you want to educate your child through the British system in Spain, then there are a vast array of British schools 
to choose from. The National Association of British Schools in Spain (Nabss) lists 52 member institutions in 
locations from the country’s Atlantic north coast to the Canary Islands. Some of the best are featured below. All of 
them are open to children from the pre-primary stage up to 18.

For a full list of schools listed by name and location, see the Nabss guide at http://www.nabss.org/index.php/
en/schools. School inspection reports are also listed on their website. 

http://www.mepsyd.es
http://www.gsgi.co.uk
http://www.mumabroad.com
http://www.mumabroad.com
http://www.sis.ac
http://www.asvalencia.org
http://www.cambridgehouse.es
http://www.caxtoncollege.com
http://www.dsbarcelona.com
http://www.bonsoleil.com
http://www.kingscollege.es
http://www.lfmadrid.net
http://www.englishmontessorischool.com
http://www.scuolaitalianamadrid.org
http://www.ellimonarinternational.com
http://www.dsbilbao.org
http://www.elmundo.es/especiales/2009/03/aula/100colegios/extranjeros.html
http://www.kidsinbarcelona.com
http://www.nabss.org/index.php/en/schools
http://www.nabss.org/index.php/en/schools
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CAMBRIDGE HOUSE COMMUNITY COLLEGE, Valencia
An academically high-achieving  school where three languages are compulsory to the age of 18. 
Background: Set up by the current head teacher, Tracy Ibberson, in 1986 with just 10 pupils, the school is now 
well-established in a residential area of Valencia, with 1,250 pupils. Children are mainly Spanish - only 5% of the 
school’s current pupils are British - but Ms Ibberson says: 

“Parents need not worry about the high percentage of Spanish nationals in our school. Over 98% of students 
enter the school at the age of three and continue with us until university. They receive an excellent education based 
on the best tenets of the English National curriculum, culminating in A-levels or HND (higher national diploma), 
and receive very favourable offers from UK universities. This year we have former students studying at Cambridge, 
Imperial and Edinburgh.

“I feel almost sorry to report that they far exceed the ability (even in subjects such as English language and 
literature) of their monocultural, monolingual British peers. Students entering from Britain will find that the 
academic environment is challenging and highly competitive.”

Teaching is in English but all children also receive lessons in the language and culture of Spain and Valencia.
Curriculum: The English national curriculum is taught, followed by International GCSEs and A-levels. Language 
teaching is emphasised, with all students taking English, Spanish and French up to and including their A-levels. 
Pupils tend to sit five A-levels with 20 different subjects on offer. Higher National Diplomas (HNDs) in vocational 
subjects are also taught.
Results: In 2009, 88 per cent of GCSE entries gained A*-C grades while at A-level, 64 per cent of entries achieved 
grades A to C, and 96 per cent of grades were at A-E.
Admission: There is a long waiting list and for entry to the infant school at the age of three, parents are advised to 
register their children at birth. For entry into other years, it should be sufficient to apply a year in advance. There is 
an English test for all pupils at seven, although the school describes itself as generally “non-selective”.
Fees: €5,500 (£4,470) (long-term resident) or €7,340(£6,000) (short-term resident) per year. If your child joins the 
school at the age of three, you will pay the lower tier for the entirety of their education there. If they join after this, 
you will pay the higher fee unless you can prove that your child has attended a school in Spain for at least five years 
(and therefore paid into the system for this period.) You will pay the higher fee until your child has been educated 
in Spain for five years.
What the school says: “We take the best tenets of the national curriculum and put them into what is probably a more 
homely setting than you find in most British schools.
“We want the children to behave as they would do in a good family, promoting mutual respect and making sure that 
they look after one another, and feel confident and secure.” ~ Tracy Ibberson, head teacher
What the inspectors say: “The school provides a good education . . . at all levels.” 
Its “excellent” facilities include well-resourced primary and secondary classrooms, while recreation areas cater for 
different age groups.
“The curriculum is broad and balanced, with teachers demonstrating good subject knowledge. Sometimes teaching is 
not sufficiently differentiated, with pupils of differing abilities given the same work. The school needs to monitor the 
number of A-levels taken to ensure pupils are not taking on too many.” ~ National Association of British Schools in 
Spain, December 2008
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What the parents say: “It’s a very rich curriculum. They have a two-hour lunch break when they can do Spanish or 
a language, karate, gymnastics or maybe music, and then there are after-school clubs. Discipline is strong and all the 
children are involved in drama productions. It has been a very good experience for us.” ~ Trixie Wadson, who has an 
eight-year-old daughter at the school.

RUNNYMEDE COLLEGE, Madrid
A small, cosmopolitan school with excellent academic results and a strong focus on discipline. 
Background: Founded as a senior school in 1967, Runnymede admitted its first primary pupils in 1987. It 
moved to its present location, in Madrid’s prosperous northern suburbs, in 1998. The school educates a highly 
international clientele, with pupils from 35 nationalities, around half of whom are from Spanish backgrounds, with 
30 per cent having British parents. At 750 pupils, the school is medium-sized. Almost all of its teachers are British 
trained. The Beckham children were enrolled here while the family was in Spain.
Curriculum: It follows the English national curriculum throughout, with minor adaptations to support the 
teaching of Spanish language, history and culture. Latin is compulsory in the secondary school. International 
GCSEs are followed by A-levels.
Results: Outstanding, say the school and parents. Sixty-two per cent of GCSE entries in 2009 were at A* or A, and 
98 per cent at A*-C. At A-level, 83 per cent of grades were A* or B.
Admission: Selective, with English and maths exams. Applicants for sixth-form entry require eight GCSEs at A or 
A* grade. There is a long waiting list, so parents are advised to put their child’s name down as soon as possible.
Fees: €6,000 (£4,800) to €12,000 (£9,700) a year, plus a one-off €1,500 (£1,200) registration fee. Fees are dependent 
on the age of the child.
What the school says: “We are a very cosmopolitan school, so multi-ethnicity and everything that implies is a 
fundamentally important aspect.
“And the most important thing about management’s attitude to education is that the teachers are our most valuable 
asset. We have very low turnover rates: no one is leaving this year out of 80-odd staff.” ~ Frank Powell, headmaster
What the inspectors say: “Excellent relationships between students and teachers. Staff have very good subject 
knowledge. Teaching standards range from satisfactory to very good in the primary school, and good to excellent in 
secondary.”
“Adequate” accommodation overall. A “lack of outdoor space for the reception classes restricts the curriculum”. 
~National Association of British Schools in Spain inspection, April 2006
What the parents say: “The academic standards are the highest in Spain. Another big plus point is discipline: the 
school insists on uniform. It has a detention system. There are schools that do not have these standards.” ~ Anmol 
Manghnani, who has two children at the school.

            

KING’S COLLEGE, Madrid
A large school, both day and boarding, spread over three sites. It offers British teaching to a mainly Spanish pupil 
clientele.
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Background: Founded in 1968 to cater for Madrid’s growing expat population, King’s now educates nearly 
1,400 pupils. Its largest site is 20 kilometres outside the city centre, in the countryside between Madrid and the 
Guadarrama mountains. 

King’s is part of a larger business group, which includes schools in several other Spanish locations, as well as in 
China and the UK. Eighty per cent of its pupils are Spanish, with most of the remainder being British.
Curriculum: The school offers the English national curriculum and tests. The school sets aside 20 per cent of 
the time to teach “Spanish studies” in the secondary school. Pupils take up to nine International GCSEs and then 
A-levels.
Results: At GCSE, 49 per cent of entries achieved A* or A in 2009, with 94 per cent at A*-C. At A-level, there was a 
98 per cent pass rate with 66.3 per cent of entries awarded A or B.
Admission: Non-selective. Priority is given to pupils with good English and to those with brothers or sisters at the 
school, or whose parents are ex-pupils. Places are usually freely available for sixth form students; they are more 
limited at GCSE level and there are often waiting lists to join younger classes. Parents would be wise to apply as 
soon as possible; if there are no places available, the school will be able to advise you on good local options.
Fees: €4,797 (£3,900) to €9,840 (£8,000) a year, plus extra charges including lunch, at €1,257 (£1,000) a year.
What the school says: “All of the King’s College schools in Spain offer a world class British education. We have 
excellent university entrance results and over 80 percent of our children go to university in the UK. Many of them get 
places at Russell group universities, while the others go to university in Spain and the USA. All our teachers are British 
and we are regularly inspected by the independent Schools Inspectorate – just like most independent schools in the 
UK.” ~ Paul Youlten, marketing director of King’s Group schools.
What the inspectors say: “An enjoyable learning environment encourages the pupils to achieve the highest level of 
academic success.
“The school provides a broad and balanced education that contributes well to development. Behaviour is good, but 
there is limited space available for physical education.” ~ Independent Schools Inspectorate report, March 2008
What the parents say: “I am very happy. I think this is the only school in Madrid, which offers a British curriculum 
to students, the vast majority of whom are Spanish. Other British schools would be teaching to more international 
students, which means there is a major turnover of pupils as they move on to other parts of the world. This does not 
happen at King’s, so there is stability.” ~ Lucile Matieu, who has put six children through the school.

LADY ELIZABETH SCHOOL, Near Alicante
Background: Founded in 1987 as a junior school, Lady Elizabeth has had a senior school since the Nineties. The 
junior and senior facilities operate on different sites between Alicante and Valencia, an area which is extremely 
popular with British expats.

Since 2007, Lady Elizabeth has been run by Laude, a Madrid-based firm, which operates eight other schools. 
The school has been hit by the severe downturn in the Spanish economy and the fall in the value of sterling against 
the euro, with some British families returning home. From a peak of 720 pupils, it now has 620, of whom 60 per 
cent are British and 35 per cent are Spanish.
Curriculum: The schools offer the English national curriculum, plus a Spanish curriculum, giving pupils the 
chance to move on either to higher education in the UK, elsewhere overseas or to a Spanish university.
Results: In 2009, 41 per cent of GCSE grades were either A* or A, with 87 per cent passing at A*-C. At A-level, 64 
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per cent of grades were at A or B, 82 per cent at A-C and 97 per cent at A-E.
Admission: No waiting list.
Fees: €3,570 (£3,000) to €8,980 (£7,300) a year, plus an initial enrolment fee of €250 (£200) and a €500 (£400) 
deposit.
What the school says: “We offer a wide choice of GCSE and A-levels, and people tend to achieve very highly. Last 
year, 29 students went to 23 universities in eight countries. This demonstrates the international flavour of what we 
offer. We have traditional values and extensive extra-curricular activities, including running the International Award.” 
~ Richard Wijeratne, headmaster
What the inspectors say: “A very broad and well-balanced education. Teaching is normally good and frequently 
of an excellent standard. No unsatisfactory lessons were seen.” ~ National Association of British Schools in Spain 
inspection report on Lady Elizabeth senior school, May 2007
What the parents say: “We’re very happy. It’s a well-run school. The head is very approachable: his door is always 
open if you have got a problem. The junior school facilities are fantastic, and the children like going to school, which is 
always a bonus.” ~ Alison Burns, a parent of two children at the school.

Downsides of International/British Education

Often children studying at these schools are separated from Spanish lifestyle and Spanish people. Often these 
schools are located away from where they live, meaning that in order to socialise with their friends, children have 
to travel. It is worth trying to find friends in the local neighbourhood, as not only will this integrate your children 
into Spanish culture, it will also give them something to do in their spare time.

Overview: university education

Undergraduate degrees in Spain usually take four years to complete. Students need to have passed 240 credits 
worth of work in order to graduate but they can spread this out over a longer period if they wish.

Universities usually work on a semester basis, with two four-month semesters a year from October to February 
and February to June, although postgraduate courses often follow a different calendar.

There are usually two shifts: the morning shift (with lessons starting as early as 8am and finishing at around 
2pm) and the afternoon/evening shift (from approximately 4pm to 9pm). This is to avoid having lectures during 
the heat of the day and to allow students to keep up part-time work during their degree. There is a stronger focus 
on lectures in the Spanish university system than in many other European countries.

Assessment is usually done by exams. Unlike in the UK, continuous assessment based on coursework and 
tutorials is not common in Spain.

There are around 75 universities in Spain. Fifty of them are publicly funded and attended by 90% of the 
population; the rest are funded privately or by the Catholic Church. There are around 1.5 million students 
attending university in Spain with around three per cent of students being foreign, mainly from EU countries. 

If you are new to Spain, probably one of the most valuable things you can do is find out if a university has an 
international relations office and, if so, how much they will be able/ willing to help you. Some are more organised 
than others.

Source: QS Top Universities’ guide to study in Spain: http://www.topuniversities.com/spain/study-abroad-
spain

Most universities in Spain are public but there are also private institutions. Some, such as the Saint Louis 

http://www.topuniversities.com/spain/study
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University in Madrid, teach in English. Some public universities also offer courses in English, such as the Carlos III 
University of Madrid. 

There is, obviously, a big difference in fees between private and public universities. As long as you are an EU 
citizen, fees will be the same whether you are registered as Spanish resident or not. At public universities, fees 
are charged per module. Science modules, which require laboratory work, will be more expensive than others. 
In general, however, expect to pay between €600 (£480) and €1500 (£1,200) per year. If you have three or more 
children, you will be classified as a familia numerosa (general or especial, depending on how many children you 
have). Your children may be eligible for discounts on tuition fees at public universities, or may not have to pay 
anything at all.

At a private university, you could pay around €9000 (£7,300) to €12000 (£9,755) per year. Private universities 
are not necessarily considered better but there are more contact hours and the student’s progress is more closely 
regulated.

All universities in Spain require applicants to take the same official entrance exam, Pruebas de Acceso a la 
Universidad, known informally as selectividad. Students are tested on Spanish language and literature, a foreign 
language and either philosophy or history. You then choose further subjects you wish to be tested on, depending 
on what you aim to study at university. The results of your selectividad exams account for 40% of your university 
entrance grade, with your bachillerato results accounting for the remaining 60%. Getting into a Spanish university 
is highly competitive, with fewer places than applicants. Those getting low scores on their selectividad will might 
not get to choose their first choice of university or even get offered a university place at all. EU students have the 
same entry rights to Spanish universities as Spaniards. 

Best universities in Spain

According to the 2011/12 QS world rankings, the best university in Spain is the University of Barcelona, which 
comes in at number 176. Other universities that make it onto the list are as follows:
194. Autonomous University of Barcelona (public)
222. Autonomous University of Madrid (public)
253. Complutense University of Madrid (public)
308. Pompeu Fabra University, Barcelona (public)
347. Carlos III University of Madrid (public)
373. Polytechnic University of Catalonia (public)
375. University of Navarra (private)
As there are no student loans, however, many students in Spain simply attend their local university so that they can 
live at home. In many cases, you will find it is the individual departments that have good reputations, rather than 
the university as a whole.

Useful resources

Telegraph Expat guide to bringing up children in Spain: http://www.telegraph.co.uk/education/
expateducation/7912688/Bringing-up-expat-children-in-Spain.html
EU guide to the Spanish education system:
eacea.ec.europa.eu/education/eurydice/documents/eurybase/national_summary_sheets/047_ES_EN.pdf
MumAbroad guide to schools in Spain:

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/education/expateducation/7912688/Bringing-up-expat-children-in-Spain.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/education/expateducation/7912688/Bringing-up-expat-children-in-Spain.html
eacea.ec.europa.eu/education/eurydice/documents/eurybase/national_summary_sheets/047_ES_EN.pdf
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http://www.mumabroad.com/schools
AngloINFO’s guide to schools in Spain: spain.angloinfo.com/family/schooling-education/
Association of British Schools in Spain (NABSS)
http://www.nabss.org
British Council for advice about British schooling
http://www.britishcouncil.org/spain
European Council of International Schools
http://www.ecis.org

To find out more about schools in France and see what expat parents have to say about their local schools go 
to: www.telegraph.co.uk/internationalschools

http://www.mumabroad.com/schools
spain.angloinfo.com/family/schooling
http://www.nabss.org
http://www.britishcouncil.org/spain
http://www.ecis.org
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/internationalschools
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‘Spanish students have exams twice a year. The system is much more work intensive and 
the knowledge gained much deeper than at a British university’

Zuzia McClintock, 20, from Cold Ash, Berkshire is studying Spanish at the University of Malaga as part of a 
Modern Languages degree at Durham University. She moved there in October 2011.

What made you decide to move to Spain? 
I moved to Spain because, as a language student, it is compulsory to either work or study abroad in your third year. 
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I chose to study Spanish because it’s a very beautiful language and is also extremely useful since it is the third most 
spoken language in the world. 

Why Malaga?
I chose Malaga because it’s a vibrant city with a young population as it has two universities. It is on the coast and 
has a diverse history, lovely architecture and friendly people. Its proximity to Northern Africa means that its 
history is a mix of Christian and Muslim periods - this gives the region a sense of multiculturalism not found in 
other places. There are remnants of the Islamic periods, which lasted eight centuries and continues to have a deep 
effect and influence on all aspects of life in Malaga, including on the language itself.

What does studying in Spain entail?
The University of Malaga provides a language school at a much cheaper rate than other private institutions which 
abound all over the region. It is located about 25 minutes outside the historic centre of the city. The students come 
from all over the world, but the majority are from the USA and south-east Asia. There are a number of courses to 
choose from, as well as different language levels, which are assigned after sitting a classification exam. The levels 
taught in the school follow the Common European Framework of Reference or Languages (A1-C2). The school is 
also the location of the internationally recognized DELE exam, which takes place twice a year (during November 
and May).

I take four hours study a day: two of language (grammar, listening, writing and speaking) and two hours of 
culture (each culture class is a three-week course on a particular topic, such as the European Union, Tourism, 
Literature in the 17th Century, The History of Malaga, etc). The teachers are excellent, the facilities are good and 
the University provides the opportunity to meet people from all over the world, which is interesting and exciting.

Would you recommend what you do?
Yes, I would recommend what I do to any young person looking to learn, improve or perfect their Spanish. The 
wide range of courses offered at the school means that there is something for everyone. The level of cultural 
immersion depends on each person - you will have the chance to meet people from your own country (with 
whom you can speak your mother tongue), from the rest of Europe (who, if your mother tongue is English, will 
probably be more than willing to speak English with you), or, if you are looking for an escape from your own 
culture, you can live with Spanish people and make friends who cannot or do not want to speak English, meaning 
you will be forced to speak Spanish. 

What do you make of the university system in Spain?
The university system in Spain seems very good. Most courses last between four to five years, which I think is 
a good length of time, as students really do gain in depth knowledge of their field of study. In addition, terms 
are much longer (there are only two) and students do not have as many holidays as students in the UK. This, 
combined with the price of a Bachelor’s degree and the course length, provides a value-for-money system, 
especially in comparison with the UK where (now) £9000 will barely get an Arts’ student three years x six months 
(if you exclude all term time holidays and summer holidays from the academic year) of six lectures a week and 
a few tutorials a month. Spanish students are examined twice a year. It seems the system is much more work 
intensive and the knowledge gained is much deeper than what we can expect to gain from three years at a British 
university. Due to the long days, Spanish students also learn how to manage their time effectively, which I do not 
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think is the case of students studying at British universities.

What was the most difficult thing about moving? 
I didn’t find anything difficult about moving, as I have had a strong contact with Spanish culture since I was one. I 
have been learning Spanish since I was 13 and was well prepared for life in southern Spain. I did not have to apply 
for a visa, as I am a citizen of a country belonging to the EU.

Have you found the language barrier difficult?
No, although the Andalusian accent can be hard to deal with. But most people are willing to speak more slowly 
and clearly if you ask them. Don’t expect anyone to speak English, although they might think this is a better option 
than you speaking Spanish. If your Spanish is nil, then it may be useful to simply ask them to speak English. But 
if you already have some Spanish, it’s better to make the effort, as the level of spoken English in Spain is generally 
very low and you will probably get further faster, if you speak Spanish.

What have the biggest culture shocks been?
The biggest shock to the system was the schedule of meal times, as dinner is not eaten until after nine pm. This 
was hard to adapt to during the first few weeks, as I used to eat dinner at half past seven. Also, the climate, and 
especially the lack of a real winter, was quite a shock. 

Is travelling easy in Spain? Where have you been and which are your favourite places and why?
Travelling is very easy. Motorways are excellent, buses and trains are punctual, efficient and cheap. I have been to 
Madrid, Alicante, Barcelona, Tarragona, Torremolinos, Cordoba, Granada and Casabermeja. I cannot say which 
one was my favourite, as they all have a specific charm. Barcelona is busy and vibrant, Madrid is beautiful and 
full of things to do and see, Cordoba is a maze of lovely cobbled streets with an impressive Mosque Cathedral, 
Granada is somewhat grander than Cordoba, with magnificent churches on every street corner and of course, the 
Alhambra. All the places I have been to in Andalusia still have a clear Arabic influence, which I think is what I love 
most about southern Spain. 

What is it you like about Malaga?
I like the old historic centre, the sea, the greenery, the people, the cafes and the weather. I love that there is always 
something cheap going on, whether it’s a Flamenco show or a nuclear energy debate. I like that everything is so 
near and easy to get to, especially by bus. I like the community feel there is here, that even though we are in a city, 
the people are not hard and aggressive like elsewhere. I like that there are so many demonstrations and that people 
are so open-minded and involved in what’s going on in the world.

What do you not like about it?
I am not a big fan of Andalucian food, which tends to be heavily based on fried seafood. 

What’s it like being a young English person in Spain? What places/bars/hotspots would you recommend to 
young people moving to Malaga?
Being a young English person in Spain is wonderful. You have the opportunity to learn a new language, discover 
a new culture and soak up the sun! I would recommend a bar named Pimpi, which is in the historical centre of 
the city. It’s a buzzing place, full of history and good wine. Any bar in the historical centre (around Plaza de la 
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Constitucion o Plaza de la Merced) is a good place for young people. Another area outside the centre is El Palo, 
where the majority of young foreigners live. I would recommend they keep an eye out for the Youthing timetable, 
which lists all the events going on in and around Malaga every day.

Describe the ideal weekend in Malaga
The ideal weekend in Malaga starts with a good night out on Friday. Depending on your tastes, you can go for 
a nice meal, out to a club or spend the night dancing Salsa. The next day would be a relaxing time on the beach 
with friends, drinking tinto de verano (red wine and lemonade) and going for walks or bike rides along the coast, 
especially in the port. Alternatively, a short trip to a neighbouring town (Nerja, Antequera, Cordoba, Granada, 
Frigiliana etc) is a good way to spend your free time.

Is it easy for expats to meet each other in Malaga?
I don’t know, as most of my friends are not British, but I would assume so, as there are so many of us!

Why should other British people consider moving to Malaga?
Its cheap, it’s sunny, it’s beautiful, has a very interesting history, and the people are open, friendly and welcoming. 
There are many reasons to move to Malaga – there’s something for everyone, especially those who want to get 
away from the daily grind back in the UK and who are looking for a new adventure. 

If you could give one piece of advice to somebody considering becoming an expat in Spain what would it be?
The advice I would give to any potential expat would be to take some measures in order not to draw negative 
attention to him/herself or stick out like a sore thumb. This would include learning Spanish, not wearing flip-flops 
when it is not summer, and investing in sun cream.

If you were to do the move again, is there anything you would do differently?
No. I am very happy with how things have turned out. I live in a student residence where I am the only foreigner. I 
have made great friends, my Spanish has come on by leaps and bounds and I have discovered a culture with which 
I have fallen in love.

Do you miss the UK? 
Not at all, I am very happy here.
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IN TROUBLE: Spain’s banks, including Santander in Madrid, are struggling 

• Spanish bank accounts •Mortgages •Income tax •Local taxes
Among all the excitement of planning your move to Spain, you will need to find time to sort out your financial 
affairs in the UK before you leave.  This includes clearing any loans, if you can, closing any bank accounts you do 
not think you will need and remembering to tell HM Revenue and Customs that you are leaving the UK. 

You may want to rent out your property initially, rather than sell it, in case things do not work out in Spain and 
you have somewhere to come back to. 

It is worth seeing if you can open a Spanish or international bank account before you leave the UK, as this will 
make life easier once you have arrived (see below.)

Opening A Spanish Bank Account



Living in spain Your EssEntiaL Emigration guidE

Some of the main Spanish banks are:
• Santander
• BBVA
• La Caixa
• Catalunya Caixa
• Banco Popular
• Sabadell
• Bankinter
• Barclays Bank SA

One of the most difficult things to do when you go to a new country is opening a bank account, as you have no 
credit history in that country. If you open an account before you leave the UK, you can circumvent this problem.

Depending on which bank you choose, you may be able to set up your bank account before you leave the UK, 
which reduces the paperwork involved.

If you already bank with a company that has an international presence, such as Lloyds TSB, HSBC or 
Barclays, then it will be easier to get an account to use within Spain. Lloyds TSB International offer their Premier 
International Account (monthly fee subject to a minimum balance), with a range of features and benefits including 
multi-currency banking, free international transfers and 24/7 English speaking call centres.  For more information 
see www.lloydstsb-offshore.com

HSBC launched its Advance account in the UK last year, which offers international account opening assistance, 
among a number of other benefits. But you do need to pay £12.95 a month. For more information see www.
hsbcadvance.com.

Barclays also offer English-language banking with their ‘Spain Solutions’ bank account and Santander - the 
Spanish banking giant that bought Abbey, Bradford & Bingley and Alliance & Leicester - is another familiar name.

It makes sense to check with your bank or building society before you set off on your travels to see if it has 
an offshore division that you could set up an account with. That way, your banking history is consistent and 
unbroken, which should make it easier to deal with getting access to credit overseas.

Be careful to check terms and conditions. Barclays’ Spain Solutions account incurs a quarterly fee of €20. 
Charges are usually lower for a resident’s bank account (see below), but in Spain, as in other European countries, 
there may be additional fees for certain services, e.g. having a debit or credit card, withdrawals from cash 
machines, making transfers between accounts etc, which we are not used to paying for in the UK. Make sure you 
check these out before signing up for a bank account.

Types of Bank Account in Spain

There are two types of bank account in Spain; resident and non-resident. Anyone can open a non-resident’s bank 
account, but it is better if you open a resident’s bank account as soon as you can. You will need to have registered as 
a Spanish resident and have been given your NIE card to do this.

To open an account in Spain, you need a passport and a certificate of residency if you have residency in Spain. If 
not, you have to complete a Non Residence Declaration Form; the bank will provide you with one. You also need 
proof of address and may be asked for proof of occupation or status.

Cheques are not widely used and sometimes your bank will charge you for using them. Credit and debit cards 
are a much more common way of payment, although you may be asked to show photo ID (e.g. passport, ID card, 

http://www.lloydstsb-offshore.com 
http://www.hsbcadvance.com
http://www.hsbcadvance.com
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driving licence) when paying by card. One of the best is a Visa card, or Visa Electron, which is generally issued as 
the equivalent of the UK debit card. Ideally, you should not use a UK credit card unless you are sure that you are 
not charged to use it abroad. You would be better off getting a card from either a local Spanish branch of a UK 
bank, or going to a Spanish bank specifically.

Useful notes:

Full-stops are used instead of commas to mark the thousands (e.g. €1.000) while commas are used instead of full-
stops to mark the cents (e.g. €5,25)
A glossary of banking terms can be found on the AngloINFO website at http://www.barcelona.angloinfo.com/
countries/spain/bankterms.asp

Getting a mortgage

Before agreeing to a mortgage, you should check that the lender is authorised to operate in Spain on the Bank of 
Spain’s Registros de Entidades.

The Asociación Hipotecaria Española (Spanish Mortgage Association) is a group of banks, co-operatives and 
financial institutions making up 80% of the mortgage market in Spain. It has a strong interest in transparency and 
protection of consumers. It has a clear and extensive guide to mortgages in Spain, which is available in English 
at: http://www.ahe.es/bocms/images/bfilecontent/2006/05/24/276.pdf. You are strongly advised to read this 
guide before choosing a mortgage. The website, http://www.ahe.es, also includes English translations of Spanish 
legislation applicable to mortgages.

Arranging a mortgage in Spain generally takes about six weeks. It is worth considering using an international 
mortgage broker, as they will be able to guide you through the process. It is vital to employ a reliable solicitor 
(English-speaking, unless you are very confident in your language skills), as there are very specific legal problems 
associated with buying property in Spain. Make sure you employ an independent lawyer instead of relying on 
recommendations from the estate agent or developer, as problems have been reported as a result of this.

Most mortgages in Spain are capital repayment and variable rate. The bank will usually not provide a mortgage 
for more than 70% of the value of the property. Many banks will charge an arrangement or origination fee of about 
one per cent of the amount of the loan and you will also be expected to pay for an independent valuation of the 
property.

While mortgages in the UK are typically based on a multiple of your income, in Spain - as in several other 
European countries - they are based on a debt to income ratio, i.e. what percentage of your income goes on 
repayments. Most lenders will use a debt to income ratio of about 30% - other debt, for example, from existing 
mortgages, credit card repayments, loans and other commitments, will be taken into account here.

Spanish banks, therefore, will usually assess your eligibility for a mortgage using proof of income and outgoings. 
If you are employed, records for your last three months of income will usually suffice, however, if you are self-
employed you may be asked to provide records for up to two consecutive years of income.
Documents required by the bank may include:
• Passport
• NIE number
• Your latest tax return
• Proof of income and details of outgoings, including other mortgages/ loans that you are currently repaying

http://www.barcelona.angloinfo.com/countries/spain/bankterms.asp
http://www.barcelona.angloinfo.com/countries/spain/bankterms.asp
http://www.ahe.es/bocms/images/bfilecontent/2006/05/24/276.pdf
http://www.ahe.es
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• Bank statements
• Certificate of employment from your employer
• Proof that the property tax on the house is fully paid up. You should request this from the current owner.
• If you are married, you may be asked to provide copies of any pre-nuptial agreements.
It is also a legal requirement that you take out building and contents insurance in order to obtain a mortgage.
Once a lender has issued you with a mortgage offer, you have 10 days in which to accept it.

TAX 
Income tax

In most cases, you will be considered tax resident in Spain if you have spent 183 days or more in the country 
during the tax year (which matches the calendar year.) If you are a resident in Spain you would pay the IRPF 
(personal income tax). If you are a UK citizen, then the FD9 form will give you a UK income tax exemption in the 
UK, because of HM Revenue & Customs’ double taxation agreement with Spain. If you are non-resident, then you 
will have to pay tax if you own a property, have worked in Spain within the year, or you have been paid dividends 
by a Spanish company. 

Tax returns should be filed by 30 June and relate to income from the previous calendar year. To do this, you can 
request a draft tax declaration from the Agencia Tributaria (tax office) website and return it to a tax office or some 
bank branches. Spain has a system where income is taxed at source. so you do not need to file a tax return if your 
earned income is less than €22,000 (£18,000).  In your first year of residency in Spain, however, you need to file a 
tax return regardless of the level of your income.

Married couples can file a joint tax return. The implications of this may or may not be beneficial. For more 
information, see accountancy company Advoco’s advice: http://www.advoco.es/home/22-latest/65-spanish-
taxation-of-married-couples
Basic tax-free allowances are as follows:
• Individual €5,151 (£4,194)
• 65 and over €6,069 (£4,902)
• 75 and over €7,191 (£5,856)
There are additional allowances for various things, e.g. children (depending on how many you have), elderly 
dependents and stay-at-home parents.
After your allowances have been deducted, Spanish income tax is set at the following levels for 2012:
• €0-€17,707 (£14,421) - 24.75%
• €17,707 - €33,007 (£26,882) - 30%
• €33,007 - €53,407  (£43,510) - 40%
• €53,407 - €120,000 (£97,000) - 47%
• €120,000 - €175,00  (£142,000)- 49%
• €175,000 - €300,000 (£244,000)- 51%
• More than  €300,000 - 52%
Some autonomous regions also add surcharges for high earners.

The rate for capital gains and investment income is now 21% for income up to €6,000, 25% for income between 
€6,000 and €24,000 and 27% thereafter.

You would be wise to take some advice on what to do to ensure you do not fall foul of the rules, as both 

http://www.advoco.es/home/22-latest/65
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residency status and tax rules are complicated.

Local taxes (municipal and property)

There are two main taxes that are applied at a local level. The property tax (IBI) is based on the value of your 
property and is paid either annually or every six months. It varies between regions, but is typically somewhere 
between 0.5% and 1.1% of the cadastral value (valor catastral) of your property. This is set by the town hall and is 
much lower than the market value. Municipal Tax (basura) again varies but is usually assessed per house and is 
sometimes combined with the water bill. Filing periods for both taxes vary according to the municipality.

VAT

VAT currently stands at 18%. As in the UK, some products and services are subject to a reduced rate.

Wealth tax

Wealth tax was abolished in Spain 2008 but has been temporarily re-instated for the 2011 and 2012 tax years. It 
applies to an individual’s net assets as held on December 31st of the previous year, if those assets exceed €700,000. 
The rate ranges from 0.2% to 2.5% but be aware that the each region has the power to modify both the rate and the 
exemption amount. The wealth tax is expected to be a temporary measure to help Madrid meet its public deficit 
targets.

Unregulated Financial Advisors

The problem of unregulated Independent Financial Advisers targeting expats in Spain has recently 
come to light and is currently being investigated: http://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/personalfinance/
offshorefinance/9101002/EU-clampdown-on-unregulated-financial-advisers-in-Spain.html
If you are seeking professional advice on financial matters, make sure the company you use is regulated.

Useful resources:

FCO’s guide to mortgages in Spain: http://www.ukinspain.fco.gov.uk/en/help-for-british-nationals/living-in-
spain/property-in-spain/before-you-buy/spanish-mortgages - includes useful information on your rights as a 
customer taking out a mortgage
FCO’s ‘Before you Buy’ guide: http://www.ukinspain.fco.gov.uk/en/help-for-british-nationals/living-in-spain/
property-in-spain/before-you-buy/
Spanish Mortgage Association website: http://www.ahe.es
Spanish Mortgage Association’s guide: http://www.ahe.es/bocms/images/bfilecontent/2006/05/24/276.pdf

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/personalfinance/offshorefinance/9101002/EU-clampdown-on-unregulated-financial-advisers-in-Spain.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/personalfinance/offshorefinance/9101002/EU-clampdown-on-unregulated-financial-advisers-in-Spain.html
http://www.ukinspain.fco.gov.uk/en/help-for-british-nationals/living-in-spain/property-in-spain/before-you-buy/spanish
http://www.ukinspain.fco.gov.uk/en/help-for-british-nationals/living-in-spain/property-in-spain/before-you-buy/spanish
http://www.ukinspain.fco.gov.uk/en/help-for-british-nationals/living-in-spain/property-in-spain/before
http://www.ukinspain.fco.gov.uk/en/help-for-british-nationals/living-in-spain/property-in-spain/before
http://www.ahe.es
http://www.ahe.es/bocms/images/bfilecontent/2006/05/24/276.pdf
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“People make too many assumptions – I’ve had people say to me ‘isn’t the tax system the 
same as the UK?’ Well, no, it isn’t. The law is completely different here”

David Goodall, 63, lives in Pilar de la Horadada on the south coast of Spain. He runs a financial advice service 
for expats living in Spain, http://www.financial-pages-in-spain.co.uk

What prompted you to want to move to Spain?
I’d been coming out here for so many years on so many different holidays, but I’m still a bit of a commuter in a 
way. I first bought a house here in 2002 but I want to remain a UK citizen for various reasons so I have to make 
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sure I spend less than six months a year here. The main issue is that pension contributions get tax relief in the UK 
[NB: there is also a certain amount of tax relief against pension contributions in Spain as well]. I can see myself 
retiring out to Spain in the future, but having the flexibility is important to me.

I run a business in Spain introducing people to professional advisors and so on. My work is to do with 
introductions and the website I run, so where I am at any one time doesn’t actually matter and that gives me a 
lot of flexibility, although obviously I need to be here to keep building up contacts in Spain. My business isn’t 
registered in Spain because I made the decision that, wherever I had the choice, I would remain as a UK citizen to 
retain that flexibility.

How long did it take from taking the decision to actually moving?
I’d already bought my house out here as a holiday home and it gradually grew from there. I bought my first house 
in 2002, and then sold that and bought another one later on. I gradually decided to spend more and more time out 
here. 

How and why did you choose Spain and how/why did you choose the location you now live? 
I live on the southern Costa Blanca, in Pilar de la Horadada near Murcia. I chose it a little bit by accident, having 
been to Spain several times and come across it. It has some nice developments. I always liked Majorca and the 
Costa del Sol, but the Costa Blanca is more reasonable in terms of price and there are also good links to the UK. 

There’s quite a large expat community where I live, which is both a good and a bad thing. It’s double-edged but 
it can be quite convenient. It’s interesting that I know lots of British people moving into that kind of expat situation 
in Spain but having got used to life here they then move away from it. I think the language is a big issue in that. The 
learning of the language opens the mind to looking at other areas, outside the expat communities. The Spanish 
are quite tolerant; they appreciate that you try with the language. But speaking it even a bit broadens the horizons 
of the things that you look at. I’d only taken one elementary course in Spanish before I moved out here but at least 
I have enough to get by. One of the reasons that the British community stay so close to each other is so that they 
can remain sort of ‘incestuous’, for want of a better word. They use British shops, British plumbers, British bars. All 
those things are wonderful, but they make it Little Britain, not Spain.

I really think you should be as flexible as possible in deciding where you want to live. One of the things I’d like 
to put across is that I’d very much recommend renting before you buy. There’s always the possibility that you’ll 
be fortunate and the house you rent will be exactly what you want, and of course some people will know exactly 
where they want to live because they’ve been out here on holiday and got to know an area, but by the same token if 
you rent you’ve also got the opportunity to go out and sample lots of other places too while using your house as a 
base.

What are the worst and best  things about living in Spain/in your area? 
The climate inevitably is one of the best things about living out here. For people who are not just elderly but getting 
on a bit, the importance of the climate shouldn’t be underestimated because it does make a big difference to health. 
If you like spending lots of time outdoors, it’s also excellent. I like the culture of street markets, which means that 
you can buy fresh fruit and vegetables all-year.

On the other side of things, there’s the fact that it is a highly, highly bureaucratic country. I registered a car here 
a few years ago and it had to be registered with seven different offices. That’s typical. Even with modern computer 
systems, you find that everything has to be done on paper and then entered onto a computer! The Spanish 
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banks are probably no better and no worse than the English banks to deal with, in terms of bureaucracy, but it is 
important to establish a relationship with your local branch, just as you would in the UK. It depends on the area 
you live in but where there are a lot of Brits, they’ll usually make sure they’ve got an English-speaker on hand to 
deal with.

What lessons or things should others thinking about moving out to Spain know? How can people avoid 
pitfalls you experienced?
I’d say one of the main things is a lack of professional advice. It is too often underestimated how important that 
can be. You need professional advice on all sorts of things. People make too many assumptions – I’ve had people 
say to me “isn’t the tax system the same as the UK?” Well, no, it isn’t. The law is completely different here. I’ve seen 
people make mistakes that have cost them a lot of money and it would have been cheaper just to take professional 
advice in the first place. There are plenty of British advisors based in Spain who can help you. Contacting my blog 
is a good way of finding ones in your area, as I regularly put people who are looking for this kind of advice in touch 
with these advisors. Otherwise, it’s about word of mouth; make sure you get somebody who comes with good 
recommendations.

The Law Society, the Institute of Chartered Accountants and the Institution of Chartered Surveyors all have 
membership files that are accessible via internet and list the location of registered individuals. They all have 
members who work in Spain, so that’s definitely a good place to find people and then you know they’re registered.

It’s easy to make costly mistakes, so I really want to stress this. I suppose it’s partly because of the business that 
I run, because I see a lot of that. I think there’s a kind of complacency with some people moving out to Spain. 
I’ve had to say to people before: this is not the same as moving out to Cornwall. This is a different country with 
different laws, different taxes, different systems and a whole different culture. You really need to take advice about 
these things.

Foreign exchange is an interesting one as well. People quite often tell me that they automatically get their 
foreign exchange through their bank. Well, it’s very good of them to be paying all those bankers’ bonuses but in 
actual fact it is definitely worth shopping around.

People would benefit from learning Spanish before they come. If I had to summarise, my three main points of 
advice would be: rent before you buy, get professional advice and learn Spanish.

Was it difficult to get used to Spanish culture?
By the time I started spending any amount of time here, I was already used to it. It wasn’t a sudden decision to 
move to Spain in the same sense that many people make the choice to emigrate. It was more gradual for me, so 
there wasn’t one big culture shock.

The lifestyle is very different. The Spanish tend to stay up very late at night and make a lot of noise, in exchange 
for a siesta during the day! Seriously though, in mixed communities [Spanish and expat] that can be a problem, 
and it is about being tolerant and aware you are living in a completely different environment. Of course, the 
climate contributes to that because in the summer it makes much more sense to socialise outside. I spent some 
time in a Spanish office and there were two girls there who had British parents but had been through the Spanish 
education system. They spoke perfectly quietly when they were speaking English but when they switched into 
Spanish they suddenly started shouting! So it’s not just the people; it’s part of the language.
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How would you characterise the Spanish people?
They’re very tolerant about language, which is helpful to British people. It is mainly the Spanish traditions and 
organisations that are different rather than individual people.

The Spanish are welcoming but most of the people I know here are British. Mostly when I have dealings 
with the Spanish, I’m the customer so I suppose there is a different relationship there and they would be more 
welcoming in that situation. There are 22 properties in the community that I live in and only one family is Spanish, 
although the others are not all British. The man is an accountant and his wife is an English teacher so I suppose 
they’re not typical Spanish either; they speak English and so on.

How do the Spanish stereotype English people, if at all?
They think that we only eat fish and chips and drink beer. Unfortunately of course with many of the tourists, that is 
true.

What other tips would you give to would-be British expats, either things to do or other recommendations?
In terms of places to visit you must go to Barcelona. I think nearly all the things that I find interesting are at their 
best in Barcelona – one, of course, being football, but also eating out, street-life, architecture, the port, the beach. 
Barcelona is wonderful. I think it would be a lovely place to live as well as visit, but it would be extremely expensive 
and of course it’s in the northern part of Spain and the climate is very different.

Would you ever return to the UK? 
I’ll always have a UK base, not only for the practical reasons I was mentioning before, but also because of family 
and friends and so on. It’s not always possible for everybody to travel. I would like to retire here, but I suppose we’ll 
see.
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NIGHT OWLS: it’s not unusual for Spaniards to begin dining at midnight 

• The people • The family • Dining 
• Bullfighting • The Arts • Technology
It says a lot about British perceptions of Spain in the 1970s that when the creators of Fawlty Towers sought a funny 
foreigner to be Basil Fawlty’s victim, they chose a Spaniard. Sybil Fawlty had only to arch her eyebrow and say, 
“He’s from Barcelona”, to spark laughter. Manuel the waiter became part of a hazy British notion of Spain that 
included paella, Costa holidays, sherry, flamenco, and bullfights.

But it says a lot about how far Spain has come in the 40 years since, that what started as a joke - “He’s from 
Barcelona” - has today become a compliment. Who today wouldn’t want to be from, or live in, vibrant, beautiful 
Barcelona?   

The Manuel of Fawlty Towers was too much for Spanish dignity to bear. When the series was dubbed and 
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shown on Spanish television, Manuel was converted into an Italian, and Spain rocked with mirth at the antics of 
such a funny foreigner.

While such jokes about national stereotypes have faded, dignity remains important to Spaniards, as do concepts 
of personal honour. They do not readily mock themselves or indulge in self-deprecating humour of the British 
kind. 

The Spanish live in public. They socialise not just round the hearth but in the town square. At seven or eight in 
the evening, streets are suddenly full of people, as if invited, taking a paseo, a stroll, with husbands, with girlfriends, 
with little children who sit up on bar counters while parents take a glass of beer and move on. This is not only in 
the warm south; in wintry Toledo, they muffle themselves up and throng the Zocodover, as picaresque assemblies 
filled the same square before Madrid ever became capital. 

Such cohesion of neighbours is even more easily seen in villages. The Spanish for a village is pueblo - the people. 
National laws may be ignored - taxes or compulsory crash-helmets - but the pueblo behaves in unconscious unity, 
like a school of fish wheeling in unison. This unity applies to morality as much as to daily customs. To act against 
the mores of the pueblo is to be sin verguenza, shameless - an outcast, worse than a prostitute. Lope de Vega, the 
writer, latched on to this in the 17th century with his celebrated play Fuente Ovejuna. It is based on a historical 
incident that took place in the Castilian village of Fuente Ovejuna (now Fuente Obejuna, population 5,000), when 
an army commander mistreated the villagers, some of whom banded together and killed him. When a magistrate 
sent by the King  arrived  to find the culprit, the villagers, even under torture, respond only by saying, “Fuente 
Ovejuna did it.” 

What goes for killing goes for suffering. When, after the Madrid bombings of 2004, King Juan Carlos - a black-
ribboned flag of all Spain behind him - said on television “Your king suffers with you”, he was not providing a 
touchy-feely soundbite. As a constitutional monarch, he stands or falls with his people. 

This is the “new Spain”, created out of the “old Spain” that was controlled by the iron grip of Franco. When 
he died in 1975, all the pent-up emotions brought about by 36 years of repression were transposed into a new 
constitution, the outcome of which, democracy and devolution, is widely referred to as one of the most remarkable 
political developments of the 20th century. It also heralded huge social and cultural changes.

The Spanish are not ones to hark on about the past. If generalisations can be made, they are, by nature, 
impetuous, living in the moment, optimistic. Yet, for older Spaniards, Franco’s scars run deep, and it is because of 
this that there is a gap between the old, who the young view as austere, and the young, who the old regard as taking 
democracy and freedom for granted. 

Women have come out the best in the “new Spain”, their lives changed radically. Once restricted to home, 
hearth and family,  they are now firmly ensconced in the workplace. Divorce is obtainable. Contraception, also 
once banned, is readily available. The age of the chaperone has largely vanished and young women are in the 
mainstream of the hedonistic late night movida, the bar life that can go on until four or five in the morning.

One consequence of this is that Spain’s birth rate has dropped to the lowest in Europe, from three babies per 
woman to 1.47. Another change is in the social structures that have traditionally sustained Spanish society, namely 
caring for elderly and for sick relatives. While this still exists as the main form of care, the waiting list for nursing 
homes is on the rise as female workers disperse around Spain and fewer feel inclined to undertake traditional 
“duties”. 

This is not to say the traditional Spanish family is breaking up. Spaniards at all stages of their lives are firmly 
attached to their families. It is not unusual for adult men to call their mothers every day, even if they are hundreds 
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of miles away, just for a “chat” and to reassure them that they are safe. Grandparents play a pivotal role in the 
upbringing of children, and are often the main carers while parents work. Most sacred are family meals. In the 
days when the workplace was close to home and three-hour lunch breaks and the siesta an integral part of the 
day, the main meal was at lunch. Now, with more Spaniards travelling to work in the cities, often far from home, 
getting the family together is saved for the evenings and the weekends. To accommodate changes in the day, 
employees in Madrid now work an eight-hour day, which incorporates a standard one-hour lunch break.

The other aspect of Spanish life that has changed markedly since Franco’s death is the influence of Catholicism; 
the slide from the sacred to the secular has been swift. The Church, discredited for its role in the civil war and 
during Franco’s reign, plays a very much smaller part in people’s lives. The harsh intolerance of Franco’s time has 
been replaced with an almost obsessive tolerance, towards almost everything, whether it be drugs, sex outside 
marriage, or other matters once considered taboo.

Regional Differences

Spanish people take great pride in saying that there is no such thing as a typical Spaniard. This refers firstly to the 
physical appearance, where the olive skin and dark hair we most equate with Spain is not much more prevalent 
anymore than the blonde, brunette or red head. Most importantly, though, it refers to the regional differences 
between the Spanish. Ask Spaniards where they are from, and they will say Andalucia, Valencia, Madrid; they 
will never say, simply, Spain. This is because, unless it is for a football World Cup or the Olympics, Spain does not 
exist as one country, but many. What separates Asurians, Galicians, Basques, Catalans, Castilians, Valencians, 
Andalucians and Canarians, is probably as great as what unites them.

One of the upsides of these differences for foreigners wanting to make a life in Spain is that no two regions are 
the same, striving as they do for their own identity. This is what gives Spain its diversity, which is reflected in the 
different foods, laws, personality traits, sports events, and, for many regions, in their own language. 

For an example of this rivalry at its most extreme, go to a match between Real Madrid and Barcelona F.C., the 
biggest, richest and most-supported clubs in Spain by far. The competition between these two is so immense that, 
when they play each other, the games are billed as “one of the greatest sporting events in the world” and watched 
by tens of millions. This is a rivalry that goes beyond the football pitch, taking its roots deep into history and 
politics. During Franco’s dictatorship, Madrid represented the political hierarchy of Spain, with Franco publicly 
supporting Real Madrid. Barcelona, the capital of Catalonia, stood for republicanism and anarchism. When 
Franco decreed against speaking Catalan and attempted to destroy the region’s culture and heritage, the only 
place it was ‘safe’ to speak the language was in Barcelona’s stadium. Nowadays, the rivalry has more to do purely 
with football, but the view remains that Real Madrid represents the Castilian “establishment” and Barcelona F.C., 
Catalonian nationalism.

Castile’s pre-eminence in Spanish history for centuries has long shaped how the world has regarded Spain and 
its people.  For Christopher Howse, The Telegraph’s columnist, Castile is  the heart of Spain – its “hard, granitic 
heart”. Famously austere compared with the languorous South, Castille has produced many of the towering figures, 
real and fictional, of Spanish history, and Castilian characteristics, of sombreness, ruggedness, determination, are 
unlike those one expects to find in a Latin people. This region is from where the legendary medieval knight El Cid, 
set forth in the 11th century to oust the Moors from Valencia. Franco, despite being born a Galician, revered and 
promoted Castilian values and strengths. His fellow Fascist, Hitler, ruled out an invasion of the Iberian peninsula 
on the grounds that “the Spanish are the only tough Latins”. 
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Crime

Spain has one of the lowest crime rates of European countries. The latest figures, for 2009, showed that there were 
47 crimes per 1,000 inhabitants – far lower than the European average of 70.4, and the lowest for a decade. In the 
UK, the figure is 105 crimes per 1,000 inhabitants.

As in other countries, the big cities have the highest crime rates, and Alicante, Barcelona, Madrid, Malaga, 
Seville and Valencia are among the worst. Many cities are notorious for “petty” crime such as handbag snatching, 
pickpockets and thefts of and from vehicles, particularly those with foreign registrations. 

Foreigners can also be targeted by housebreakers and burglars, particularly in resort areas. Housebreaking has 
risen dramatically over the past few years in Alicante. 

There are concerns that the economic crisis might increase criminality, particularly among disheartened, out-
of-work youths. Spain already has one of the highest rates of cannabis and cocaine usage among the young in 
western Europe. There has been a rise in the number of younger people drinking alcohol in public areas, leading to 
police clampdowns. Young Spaniards have staged protests against the downturn, setting up camps in plazas across 
the country in a movement that became known as “Los Indignados” – the Indignant Ones.

One area of criminality in which Spain does lead Europe is in prostitution – it is so popular (and socially 
accepted) that Spanish Health Ministry survey in 2009 reported that 32 per cent of all Spanish men have used 
a prostitute’s services at least once; far higher than the 14 per cent in Holland, or the estimated 5-10 per cent in 
Britain.

To meet demand, an estimated 300,000 prostitutes work in Spain - from clubs in town centres to industrial 
estates, to lonely country roads to roadside bars, which are often advertised by large neon signs of champagne 
bottles or shapely females.

The reason why prostitution is popular in Spain is unclear. Some say it developed as an expression of individual 
freedom from the strait-laced Catholicism of the Franco years (when prostitution was quietly ignored). Today, 
magazines publish “erotic guides to Spain”, listing the “best” brothels.  

In 2009, Spain’s Ministry of the Interior detected 17 international crime rings involved in sexual trafficking in 
Spain. And, in just four months of 2010, the authorities identified 493 cases of women sold into sexual slavery.
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BLOOD MONEY: Jose Tomas is the world’s highest paid matador, earning £240,000 per fight

Bullfighting

Love it or hate it, the pageantry and machismo of corrida de toros has long been an integral part of Spanish culture 
and is an important contributor to the Spanish economy, generating around €2.5bn a year, 1.5% of GDP. Visit 
one of Spain’s many hundreds of bullrings, and it is like stepping back in history; little has changed since the days 
in the 1920s when the likes of Hemingway, Orson Welles and Ava Gardner pitched up in Pamplona to sit in the 
front row and chomp on fat cigars while watching the caped matadors do battle with 500 kilos of horned fury. In 
1936, Federico Garcia Lorca, arguably Spain’s greatest poet and dramatist of the 20th century, paid homage to the 
bullfight as “probably Spain’s greatest poetic and life-sustaining wealth... the most cultured fiesta anywhere in the 
world.”

In 2011, Spain’s Ministry of Culture built on this, promoting bullfighting as an artistic discipline, claiming that 
it needed to be protected as a cultural product. Supporters of this measure claimed that bullfighting was part of 
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Spain’s heritage, but opponents accused the government of abandoning its commitment to animal rights. The 
popularity of bullfighting is beginning to wane in Spain, however, with a recent poll revealing that 60% of Spanish 
citizens do not approve of it. 

Bullfighting is now illegal in Catalonia (fans paid up to eight times the value for tickets to see the final fight 
last year) and both the Basque Country and Galicia are pushing for similar measures. Despite this, the most 
prestigious fights are still aired on television and ringside seats can be up to €150 (£120) for a ticket, with matadors 
sharing the same status as the country’s greatest pop idols and sports stars. 

The world’s highest paid matador is an enigmatic and reclusive 35-year-old called José Tomás, who earns a 
minimum of €300,000 (£240,000) per fight. Known as the “saviour of bullfighting”, his fights are sell-outs, bringing 
in revenue of around €1.5 million (£1.2 million) for whichever city he fights in. Spain’s biggest bullring, seating 
24,000 people, is the Las Ventas in Madrid, where Tomás regularly fights as the Torero de Madrid (bullfighter of 
Madrid).

Animals

The Spanish attitude to bullfighting is a illustration of a wider trait, often ascribed to the Spanish, certainly by 
the British, of cruelty to animals. Many expats are horrified by the way in which donkeys, dogs, goats and other 
animals are treated, especially in rural areas. There are still fiestas in which goats are dangled from bell towers and 
donkeys harried through the streets. At one fiesta near Valladolid, youths forced pints of whisky down a cow’s 
throat until it was so drunk it died of a heart attack. 

Greyhounds, used by rural Spaniards for hunting, are often disposed of by being hung live from trees. 
Unwanted puppies are routinely thrown into dustbins to die.

Until quite recently, there was not even a word for “pet” in Spanish. The English-Spanish section of the 1972 
edition of Collins Dictionary struggles to explain the concept with animal domestico, animal de casa. Nowadays, 
Spaniards increasingly use the word mascota. 

A number of Spanish regional governments have in recent years introduced restrictions on the use of animals 
in fiestas. But moves to impose a ban are fiercely resisted in rural areas where animal-baiting at festivals is deemed 
to be part of a centuries-old tradition. 

Family Meals

Open-minded and spontaneous the Spanish might be, but when it comes to family meals, there are certain 
standards of behavior expected. The most important of these is to talk. Spanish people cannot abide silence, not 
for the reason that they have the British propensity for awkwardness, but because it signals that people are not 
enjoying themselves. Talking is what fuels family meals. 

When you talk, expect to be interrupted. Not just once, but every time you open your mouth. This is how 
Spanish discourse flows. It is not rude or insulting, it does not imply that people are not valuing what you have 
to say, it simply means that somebody else has also got something to say and they are going to say it. The rules 
of behaviour hammered into you when growing up in Britain can be put aside in Spain. Do not wait politely for 
the person talking to finish what they were saying, so that you can carry on, because even if they do get to finish 
their point without someone else interrupting them, there will be no pause: they will segue smoothly into their 
next point. The only way to talk (and, remember, you will be expected to talk), is therefore to interrupt. It will 
feel strange at first and you might find yourself apologising, but you will soon get the hang of it and find that it is 
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actually quite fun and addictive. 
Be warned: eating happens late in Spain; in fact, everything happens late – the whole country is highly attuned 

to late-night life. Lorca once opined that the moment a Spanish gentleman should retire to bed was just before 
dawn.

Another major part of your upbringing that is challenged in Spain is with please and thank you. Few Spaniards 
say please and thank you, and when they do it tends to be for big, important matters, not for having a bread roll 
passed across the table. This is not rudeness, it is just the culture. You have a choice here. You can take the Spanish 
lead and forget about these niceties or you can carry on much as you would in Britain. It makes no difference to 
the Spanish, who simply consider it quirky and a tad over the top. 

Dining Etiquette

Flowers make a good dinner party gift but don’t give dahlias, chrysanthemums or white lilies, as these are used for 
funerals, or red roses, as these are the flowers of love. Flowers should be given in odd numbers except for unlucky 
thirteen. Always make sure you bring presents for any children, as they will be undoubtedly be joining you. 

While time is not strictly maintained in Spain, which runs more along the lines of ”in your own time”, it is 
considered polite to arrive up to 30 minutes after the agreed time. 

When arriving (and on all occasions when you meet people), shake hands, ideally with the oldest person first. 
Do not forget to shake hands with any children present. Women who have met the hostess before can expect a kiss 
on each cheek. This is not a proper kiss, more a brisk rubbing of cheekbones.  

Personal space is a lot smaller in Spain and you will find that people stand much closer to you than you are 
perhaps used to. It is considered bad manners to step away. 

Expect the head of the household, usually male, to sit at the head of the table with his wife to the left and the 
highest social ranking guest to his right. 

Never hide your hands under the table when eating. They need to be visible at all times. Hiding your hands 
means you are keeping something secret. Also, always keep your wrists on the edge of the table, never elbows. At 
the end of the meal, tempting as it might be, it is rude to stretch. 

Spaniards never use their fingers to eat. The only food you can use your fingers for is bread. For dessert, you are 
likely to be given a tiny, impractical spoon and or fork. This is what you are expected to eat with. 

Most importantly of all, though, relax. No two cultures are the same. So long as you try to respect the ways of 
the people you are dining with, a lot will be forgotten. Cultural differences, after all, need to be valued. 
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SOPHISTICATED: high-quality fashion matters to Spaniards 

Looking Good

One thing that does matter in Spain is looking good. One of the biggest bugbears to the Spanish is the way 
foreigners dress as if they were at the beach, while they are in town centres. Flip-flops and sockless sandals are 
strictly for the seaside, as are skimpy tops, shorts and mini-skirts. Natural beauty is most prized in Spain, where 
less is more. This means well-made, well-fitted clothes of muted, earthy colours with complimentary shoes, as 
opposed to doggedly following current fashion. Fashion designers are important in Spain but more for the quality 
of the clothing than the brand. High quality Spanish leather shoes are worn by most Spaniards and what you wear 
on your feet will always be noticed; for this alone, shoes should always be clean. 

Festivals

More than 3,000 festivals take place in Spain each year. Many are religious events; most towns and villages having 
a patron saint who they celebrate each year, normally by parading an effigy of the saint around the streets in a long 
procession. The biggest festivals such as Corpus Cristi in May/June and the feast day of Santiago, Spain’s patron 
saint, in July take over the whole of Spain. While the history of most of Spain’s festivals is a little hazy, there always 
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seems to be a mix of religious formality, pagan ceremony and a lot of dressing up. 

Some of Spain’s more bizarre festivals...

Goat Throwing, Manganeses de la Polvorosa, a small village in Zamora, Castile y Leon. Takes place on the fourth 
Sunday in January.

In honour of the patron saint, St Vincent, a group of teenagers catch and hog-tie a goat and carry it in 
procession to the church in the centre of the town and up into the bell tower. From here, they drop it from the 
belfry so that it falls 15 metres to be caught, hopefully, in a sheet of tarpaulin held by a cheering crowd of villagers. 
Animal rights groups hope to end this ritual, but locals take offence at outsiders “meddling” in their affairs. To 
date, the festival is still an annual event. 

The Burial of the Sardine (El Entierro de la Sardina), Madrid. Takes place at the end of the February Carnival 
season. 

This entails a large gathering of people coming together to celebrate the burial of a dead fish. There is a burial 
procession for the fish, during which a real or fake sardine gets paraded around the town in a coffin and men and 
women dress in black with women covering their heads with a lace veil. The sardine is the symbol of the carnival 
and the burial represents the end of carnival season. 

Las Fallas, Valencia. Takes place in March.
This festival is to celebrate the St Joseph’s day, the father of Spain. A procession of giant papier-maché figures 

often over 20ft tall parade down the street and are then burnt in a massive blaze. 
Baby Jumping (El Colacho), Castrillo de Murcia in Castile. Takes place in June.
Men dressed as devils in yellow and red fiery costumes jump over all the local babies born within the last 12 

months. This is to apparently cleanse them of any sins, ensure them safe passage through the rest of their lives, and  
protect them from illnesses.

La Tomatina Festival, Bunol. Valencia. Takes place in August.
This giant food fight takes place on the last Wednesday of every August and lasts for one hour during which 

more than 150,000 tomatoes are thrown. The tomatoes cost the council around €28,000 to buy, which is only part 
of the €70,000 budget for the event; much of the rest goes on clearing up the mess. 
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HUG: King Juan Carlos and opera singer Placido Domingo greet each other 

Arts and Entertainment

Spain has a fantastic artistic heritage, and is renowned for its artists, architects, musicians, actors and writers. 
In art, the principle figures of the Golden Age of the 16th and 17th centuries were El Greco and Deigo 

Velazquez; Diego Francisco de Goya followed in the 18th century; and then the art world of the early 20th century 
was dominated by a remarkable group: Picasso, Gris, Miro and Dali. 

Some of the world’s best art galleries can be found in Spain, with the most famous   in Madrid. The Prado, 
which is on a par with the Louvre in Paris and our National Gallery, houses older works, including late medieval 
and Renaissance art, most notably Velazquez’s ‘Las Meninas’ and Bosch’s ‘Garden of Earthly Delights’. For modern 
art, there is the Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía, which opened in 1990. It features Picasso’s most 
famous painting, ‘Guernica’, a mural measuring 3.5 x 7.7 metres and depicting the Nazi German bombing of the 
Basque city of Guernica during Spain’s civil war. Unsurprisingly, Picasso is a central figure in Spanish art, with 
galleries dedicated solely to his works in Barcelona and Malaga. 

How the art scene in Spain fares in the recession is questionable, as some politicians demand 50% cuts in 
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already cash-strapped budgets. While the big players in Madrid continue to thrive, regional galleries such as the 
Museo de Arte Contemporãneo in Galicia are floundering, and the building of the Canodrom Contemporary Arts 
Centre in Barcelona is currently stalled. The best success story in terms of urban regeneration was the building of 
the Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao, which opened in 1997, transforming the city into a thriving tourist attraction. 
But this was built during Spain’s boom years. The time has passed for attempts to duplicate the ‘Bilbao’ effect 
elsewhere in Spain. Plans to build Santiago de Compostela’s “City of Culture” in Galicia were formed when Spain 
was prosperous. Twelve years later, only the first half of it is open, having cost four times more than originally 
planned. Construction on the rest, a 2,000-seat theatre and international arts gallery due to be completed in 2012, 
has slowed in line with the economy. 

Music

Spanish music is world famous, especially flamenco, which has has its roots  in the cante jondo (deep song) of the 
gitanos (gypsies) of Andalucia.  Over the years, the country has produced many internationally acclaimed opera 
stars, such as Montserrat Cabellé, Alfredo Kraus, Placido Domingo, and José Carrera. 

Literature

Surveys regularly put Spaniards at the back of the European reading class. It is said that, on average, most buy one 
book a year.  Despite this, Spain one of Europe’s biggest producers of books, and of world-class writers.

This tradition begins, of course, with Miguel de Cervantes’ Don Quixote, often extolled as the “best literary 
work ever written” and which has dominated the art of writing for more than 400 years. Cervantes is Spain’s 
Shakespeare. Julian Evans, the writer and broadcaster, wrote admiringly in 2002: “More than a century later, Tobias 
Smollett, Fielding and Laurence Sterne couldn’t have got started as novelists without Cervantes. Dostoevsky and 
Nabokov, Balzac and Dickens, Goethe and Borges, Diderot and Saul Bellow could not have clothed their times in 
fiction without the pattern furnished by their Spanish ancestor.”

Modern Spanish novelists in particular, have not been able to avoid Cervantes’s influence, nor have many 
wished to. The late Nobel Prize-winner Camilo Jose Cela – lauded by some as ‘the greatest prose-writer in Spanish 
of the century’ - helped resurrect Spanish fiction with his violent, iconoclastic The Family of Pascal Duarte, 
published in 1942. 

Carlos Ruiz Zafón is the best selling author since Cervantes. His novel La Sombra del Viento (The Shadow of 
the Wind) has sold millions of copies worldwide , including more than a million copies in Britain. His works have 
been published in 45 countries and have been translated into more than 30 languages. By this measure, Ruiz Zafón 
is the most successful contemporary Spanish writer, alongside Javier Sierra, whose works have been published in 
forty-two countries, and Juan Gomez-Jurado, whose works have been published in forty-one countries.

In poetry, Spain has produced two outstanding Nobel Prize winners: Juan Ramón Jiménez, who won in 1956 
for his “lyrical” work, and Vicente Aleixandre, who won in 

1977 “for a creative poetic writing which illuminates man’s condition in the cosmos and in present-day society”. 
Their fame is overshadowed by that of Federico García Lorca, possibly the most important Spanish poet and 
dramatist of the twentieth century. 

Lorca was assassinated by fascist gunmen at the beginning of the Civil War in 1936, aged just 38. His books 
were burned in Granada’s Plaza del Carmen and banned from Franco’s Spain. To this day, no one knows where 
Lorca’s body rests and there  are still periodic attempts to try to locate his remains.
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As his fellow writer Cela put it: “In Spain, the writer is someone who, besides being a writer, has every morning 
to beg forgiveness . . . In Spain, the writer is always - and on principle - suspect, a supposed heretic, a dissident, a 
disquieting critic, a man who would do better to accept things as they are.”  

Cinema

Cinema in Spain is thriving. The Spanish love going to the cinema, where ticket prices are among the cheapest 
in Europe, between €5.50 (£4.40) and €10 (£8). Most foreign films come from the US and dubbed into Spanish, 
although around 25% of films shown are Spanish-made. Pan’s Labyrinth (2006), The Sea Inside (2004) and Talk To 
Her (2002) have all won Oscars in the past 10 years, while Oscar award-winning actors Penélope Cruz and Javier 
Bardem are big names in Hollywood, along with Andalucian-born Antonio Banderas. Pedro Almodovar, the 
man behind Talk To Her, Volver and All About My Mother, is Spain’s best-known director. His 2012 film, The Skin 
I Live In, about a plastic surgeon who turns a man into a woman after he allegedly raped his daughter, won the 
best foreign language BAFTA award. Spain is big on film festivals, the most famous being the San Sebastian Film 
Festival in September. 

El Gordo - The Fat One

You cannot call yourself a true convert to Spain until you have taken part in El Gordo. This is, undoubtedly, the 
most exciting event in the country’s calendar. It is the world’s biggest lottery that has happened every year since 
1860. The big draw is held on the 22nd December and can take up to five hours from start to finish. In 2005, 
the prize was €3 million. It is now worth €2.5 billion with first, second and third prizes, as well as more than 
one thousand smaller prizes. In typical collective Spanish style, the 2011 winner was a small town in north-east 
Spain called Granen. The prize was €700 million. With a population of just 2,000 people, each person won up to 
€400,000 for buying shares in the winning number.  

Telephones

Spain’s main landline provider is Telefonica. Sometimes telephone companies in Spain offer to rent you a 
telephone for an extra monthly charge on top of your line rental but you can also buy your own handset. 
Telefonica has an English language website, http://www.telefonicaenglish.com/landlines.htm, which explains the 
price of call packages. Calls to the UK are included at 3.3 cents per minute.

The main mobile phone networks are: Movistar (aka Telefonica), Vodafone, Orange and Yoigo. As in the UK, 
mobile phone networks provide both contract and pay-as-you-go services. You may find it difficult to buy a 
mobile phone contract or set up a landline without an NIE number, although you may be able to use your passport 
in its place.

The main broadband providers are: Movistar (aka Telefonica), Vodafone, Orange, ONO, Jazztel and Ya.com.
Telefonica runs a landline and broadband package for €24.90 (£20) per month, including some free calls 

to Spanish numbers and cheap calls to the UK. See http://www.telefonicaenglish.com. A helpful comparison 
of the main broadband providers, their prices and what they offer can be found at http://www.adslzone.net/
comparativa.html, but it is worth shopping around.

Television and Satellite

The main television channels are: TVE1, TVE2 (both part of RTVE, which stands for Spanish Radio and TV), 

http://www.telefonicaenglish.com/landlines.htm
Ya.com
http://www.telefonicaenglish.com
http://www.adslzone.net/comparativa.html
http://www.adslzone.net/comparativa.html
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Antena3, Cuatro, Telecinco and La Sexta. There are also regional channels, although these might be dropped with 
economic cuts. Canal+ and Gol TV can be signed up to for an extra charge.

You will not usually be able to watch BBC iPlayer and ITV Player over the internet when you are abroad. There 
are a couple of options for getting hold of English-language programmes, however. Spanish terrestrial channels 
show many American TV shows, dubbed into Spanish. You can usually opt to listen to the shows in the original 
English on your television. 

If you want British TV channels, including BBC and ITV, these are available free of charge with a satellite dish 
pointed at the Astra 2 group of satellites and a satellite receiver, such as a Sky box or FreeSat box. The cost can vary 
dramatically depending on what type of box you want (eg. a standard definition box or a high definition box) and, 
most importantly, the size of the dish you need. A much larger satellite dish is needed to receive UK channels in 
Spain than you would usually need in the UK. In some parts of Spain, an 80cm dish will do, in other parts you will 
need a 2.4m or even 3.1m dish. Depending on what type of receiver you want and the size of dish you need, the 
cost can range from about €200 to more than €1,200. It is best to speak to local expats to find out what you will 
need to receive UK channels in your area. Also, note that many expat communities in Spain have a shared satellite 
dish pointed at the Astra 2 satellites. If you ask permission to use their dish, you would only have to pay for the 
receiver, which reduces costs dramatically.

Jon Worby, who runs a company helping expats on the Costa Blanca to set up such systems, warns: “The size 
of dish you require to receive UK channels in Spain will change over the next two years as the existing satellites are 
due for replacement, meaning their reception in Spain will change. 

“This may be for the better, although that is highly unlikely. It may be that in areas of southern Spain, where 
BBC and ITV can now be received on a 1m dish, when these new satellites are launched it may be impossible to 
receive the main UK TV channels, or it may require a very big satellite dish to enable reception. In Cyprus, for 
example, they need a 4m dish for UK TV!”

UNESCO World Heritage Cities.

After Italy, Spain has the highest (43) number of World Heritage sites and cities in the world. Owning a property 
close to UNESCO sites or in UNESCO cities, will help you to retain the value of your home. 
Alcala de Henares – Madrid
Avila – Castile y Leon
Cáceres – Extremadura
Córdoba – Andalucia
Cuenca – Castile la Mancha
Ibiza – Canary Islands
La Laguna – Canary Islands
Merida – Extremadura
Salamanca – Castile y Leon
Santiago de Compostela – Galicia
Segovia – Castile y Leon
Tarragona – Catalonia
Toledo - Madrid 
To find out more about services, clubs and associations in France and that other expats have recommended 
go to: www.telegraph.co.uk/expatdirectory  

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/expatdirectory
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‘Compare Spain to the London commute..you can’t even say ‘hi’ on the tube. In Spain, you see 
a granny, you say, ‘buenas dias’,  and next thing you know she is giving you her life story.’

Lisa Sadlier has been in Spain for more than 20 years and lives in Andalucia with her husband and two young 
children, who were born in the Canary Islands. Lisa runs the Costa Consulting Bureau, giving advice to 
foreigners who move to Spain.
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How did you end up in Spain?
I graduated a long time ago during the recession in 1991 and took a job as a travel guide living and working in 
different places. I loved the attitude of the Spanish and met my husband and we settled here. We got married in 
Fuerteventura. And after seven years, we left because it’s not somewhere for children to grow up. 

What made you choose to live in Andalucia?
One of the reasons is that there is always Castila Spanish spoken, as opposed to regional languages. This was 
important to us for our children’s education. There are flights to and from Malaga airport for us to get back to the 
UK. We bought a house just outside the village of Mijas, where there is a small community but you are just 10 
minutes away from the sea. Wherever we go, we look for business opportunities and we always manage to create 
our own work. 

What do you like most about Mijas?
We love Mijas for the children. It has a very good school. When we looked around, we never wanted to put our 
children into an English school. At the ages of four and seven, they are both bilingual and have as many Spanish as 
English friends. We were a bit hesitant about coming to the Costa del Sol because of its tarnished image, but it has 
changed. There is inland tourism and there are fantastic schools. There is so much to do here all-year round. Other 
parts of Spain close down at some times in the year. 

What are the benefits of a Spanish school?
It costs a few thousand euro a year for international schools here but if you get a good local Spanish school, your 
children will be fluent in a short time. My husband struggles with my son’s homework. There are these words 
that we don’t know. He’s seven and doing the eight times table and has fluent handwriting. We keep on top of his 
English, too. If they get to the age where you can’t help them with their homework, then you have to think, learn 
Spanish or get someone to come and help. So, until six or seven, they are good in a Spanish school because they 
learn and integrate. International school is fine once they are older and they will have good Spanish, plus you will 
have saved yourself some money.

Do you cope with Spanish culture?
Spain is very different by area in terms of culture and relationships. You should make the effort to learn the 
language. I don’t understand when people don’t even attempt it. The Spanish will help you. They are generally 
friendly, warm people. Sometimes people moving here try to keep the stiff upper lip, but if you want to live here, 
you’ve got to open up and be willing to change your attitude. The deal here is mañana’ (tomorrow) and, in the 
Canary Islands, it’s passado mañana’ (day after tomorrow). They work in their own way here and everything is 
done slower. Compare Spain to the London commute, you can’t even say “hi” on the Tube. In Spain, you see a 
granny, you say buenas dias, and the next thing you know she is giving you her life story.

We’ve made the effort, we integrate. Don’t come over here wanting to live in a mini Britain. Britain in the 
sunshine is what the older people want.

What about the healthcare?
My kids were born under the Spanish health system and I can’t fault the system. The doctors and nurses care and 
when you bring the kids back or the doctors haven’t seem them in ages, they are really warm. That’s really nice. It 



Living in spain Your EssEntiaL Emigration guidE

makes me feel like we are in the right place. 

How did you come up with the idea of a consulting bureau?
It is just something that sort of grew. Having moved to Spain myself, I’ve always done my own paperwork and 
helped my friends out as I have the language and the business background. I have learnt the correct way of doing 
things and friends always said I should develop this business, so I did. 

I love doing this, as I enjoy helping people. I really enjoy my life here and want others to do as well. I realised 
it didn’t have to be difficult, if you have the right information. There is a lot of misinformation given out, which 
confuses people especially the older couples. 

Is it hard setting up a business here?
It is not too hard to set up, but it is expensive. I would always recommend people to get a job before they come 
here. One of the most expensive things to pay for is the social security that comes with the registration of a 
business. We don’t get as much support here as in the UK with loans.

How do most people you know earn a living?
Before, lots of people used to set up bars and restaurants, but now the surplus cash to make such as business 
is not around so things are changing. Lots of people are doing pool maintenance and gardening and property 
management. There are also more innovative businesses. A young guy from the village is looking to set up wi-fi 
internet coverage locally. There are also a number of call centres coming here. They are not necessarily looking for 
youngsters, but older people with experience of lots of things. You also see a lot of people working as odd-job men 
or live-in house staff. 
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