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Real estate crisis resolution regimes and residential REITs:
emerging socio-spatial impacts in Barcelona

Melissa Garc�ıa-Lamarca

Institute of Environmental Science and Technology (ICTA), Universitat Aut�onoma de Barcelona,
Barcelona, Spain

ABSTRACT
This paper explores the development of residential Spanish Real
Estate Investment Trusts (REITs, known as SOCIMIs) in the coun-
try’s growing rental market, unpacking their connection with the
resolution of the 2008 financial crisis. Focus is placed on the
emerging socio-spatial dynamics of one of the country’s first
large-scale residential SOCIMIs in Barcelona from the global pri-
vate equity firm Blackstone. I argue that SOCIMIs manifest a hous-
ing regime enabled by the Spanish state and EU backed post-
crisis management of toxic real estate assets, a model built from
the dispossession underlying hundreds of thousands of foreclo-
sures and evictions and the public financial system bail out.
Mapping 110 Blackstone SOCIMI properties in Barcelona in rela-
tion to neighbourhood rental prices and findings from a social
media group created by Blackstone SOCIMI tenants suggests that
these new residential REITs reinforce socio-spatial urban inequality
and dispossession. The discussion and conclusions unpack the
implications of these findings vis-�a-vis urban housing access,
affordability and inequalities.
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Crisis and housing: an introduction

Financialised urban-housing relations in the Global North have been morphing since
the 2008 crisis. As Kemp (2015) notes, much ink has been spilt on the role of mort-
gages and owner occupation in the crisis, but particularly in the post-crisis period the
private rented sector is playing an increasingly important role. Recent research has
pointed to the emergence of what have been termed financialised landlords (August
& Walks, 2018) or global corporate landlords (Beswick et al., 2016). While private
equity social housing rental financialisation in New York City during the 2000s has
been documented in detail (Fields, 2015; Fields & Uffer, 2016; Teresa, 2016), research
considering the development and impacts of these newer rental-based forms of hous-
ing financialisation is in its infancy. These include, for example, new assets classes
like single-family rental properties (Fields, 2018) and the not so new but growing use
of stock market listed companies that own or finance income-producing real estate

CONTACT Melissa Garc�ıa-Lamarca Melissa.GarciaLamarca@uab.cat Institut de Ci�encia i Tecnologia Ambientals
(ICTA), Universitat Aut�onoma de Barcelona, C/Doctor office 112.02, 08003, Barcelona, Spain.
� 2020 Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group

HOUSING STUDIES
https://doi.org/10.1080/02673037.2020.1769034

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/02673037.2020.1769034&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-05-25
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4813-3633
http://www.tandfonline.com


under a special tax regime known as Real Estate Investment Trusts or REITs
(Waldron 2018; Wijburg 2019; Wijburg et al., 2018), among others.

Focusing on the Spanish case, this paper brings together analysis of the post-crisis
management of distressed or “toxic” real estate assets (Byrne, 2015, 2016a, 2016b)
and emerging critical work on REITs (August & Walks 2018; Fields & Uffer, 2016;
Waldron, 2018; Wijburg, 2019; Wijburg et al., 2018). In it I argue that Spanish resi-
dential REITs (in Spanish called Sociedades An�onimas Cotizadas de Inversi�on en el
Mercado Inmobiliario or SOCIMIs) manifest a housing regime facilitated by the
Spanish state and EU backed post-crisis management of toxic real estate assets, a
model built from the dispossession underlying hundreds of thousands of foreclosures
and evictions and the publicly funded financial system bail out. Furthermore, through
a mixed methods approach combining spatial quantitative and social media-based
qualitative data sets, I show how the emerging role of one of the first large-scale
Spanish SOCIMIs in Barcelona – built directly from the privatisation of state-rescued
assets and the accumulation of rock-bottom priced properties of foreclosed and
evicted home owners – points to deepening urban socio-spatial inequality and dispos-
session. The case is an example of how legislative changes have served to ensure new
strategies of financial accumulation (Knuth & Potts, 2016) and new formations of
financialised rentiership (Moreno, 2014), with important repercussions on urban
social life (Wissoker et al., 2014).

During Spain’s 1997–2007 “urbanisation tsunami” (Fern�andez Dur�an, 2006) more
housing was built than in Italy, France and Germany combined (L�opez & Rodr�ıguez,
2010). While it appeared that the wealth of the Spanish population grew during the
boom, the reality was hugely inflated housing prices and deeply indebted people. And
when the real estate-finance crisis hit in 2008, banks played a key role in dispossess-
ing hundreds of thousands of families who defaulted on their mortgage payments
through not only seizing defaulters’ homes but also continuing to demand debt
repayments (Colau & Alemany, 2012; Garc�ıa-Lamarca & Kaika, 2016). Meanwhile,
tens of billions of Spanish and EU public funds were used to rescue the Spanish
financial system. Banks’ “toxic assets” – foreclosed homes, non-performing loans and
half-built housing – were siphoned into a 45 per cent public asset management com-
pany, the SAREB. Private equity and distressed debt investors have since been buying
properties and debt at hugely discounted prices (Vives-Mir�o, 2018). One actor in par-
ticular, Blackstone, the largest global private equity firm and a global corporate land-
lord (Beswick et al., 2016), is a frontrunner in Spanish residential REIT creation and
seeks to be the largest residential landlord in the country (Brualla, 2017; Janoschka
et al., 2020).

To unpack these dynamics, this paper is guided by two questions. First, what is
the relation between Spain’s crisis resolution regime and the creation of SOCIMIs?
And second, what are the emerging socio-spatial impacts of residential SOCIMIs in
Barcelona? The paper proceeds as follows. After a brief explanation of my method-
ology, the subsequent section considers how financialised housing models have inter-
acted with and emerged from the resolution of financial crises and unpacks the
socio-spatial repercussions of financialised housing instruments. I then outline the
Spanish and EU-driven crisis resolution regime, and contextualise the Spanish rental
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sector. The penultimate section of the paper highlights the emerging socio-spatial
impacts of one of the first large scale residential SOCIMIs in Barcelona, owned by
Blackstone. In the conclusion I reflect on the theoretical implications of the findings
and what they mean for housing access, affordability and inequalities.

Methodology: unpacking the emerging socio-spatial impacts of
Spanish SOCIMIs

I employ a mixed methods approach to answer my research questions, which seeks to
deepen understandings about the incipient social and spatial impacts of residential
REITs in the Spanish context. A secondary literature review is used to contextualise
and analyse the broader case, as are a handful of interviews with government officials
and field notes from Private Equity Fund Forums on Spanish Real Estate in Madrid
in 2014 and 2016. I then draw together various data sets in order to conduct a spatial
analysis of one the first large residential SOCIMIs on the Spanish market, owned by
Blackstone. First, knowing that Blackstone’s strategy is to group the housing it owns
into SOCIMIs (Brualla, 2017) but that the exact location of SOCIMI-owned housing
is not publicly available1, I use the website of Blackstone’s commercial rental web
platform named Alquilovers (in English, Rent Lovers) to triangulate flat locations. In
early 2017, 110 rental flats were listed on this web platform in Barcelona. Recognising
that 110 housing units are no more than five per cent of the total evicted by banks in
Barcelona (2,272 housing units according to Guti�errez & Dom�enech (2018)), this
number can nonetheless provide a sense of the emerging socio-spatial impacts of
SOCIMI rental flats because these are precisely the type of properties that are being
purchased and bundled into SOCIMIs. In order to map these properties, the street
address and postal code data were entered into an Excel Geocoding Tool to generate
X Y coordinates. Since not all complete street addresses were available, I used manual
correction to ensure that each listed flat was correctly located in its neighbourhood. I
also mapped average Barcelona monthly rental prices per neighbourhood and average
price per average square metre per neighbourhood for the fourth trimester of 2016,
from the city of Barcelona statistics department. Rental flat-related data was geopro-
cessed through proportional representation, to visibilise the proportional price differ-
ence between average neighbourhood rental prices and Blackstone’s SOCIMI rental
prices, as well as the difference in price per square metre of Blackstone’s SOCIMI
properties in relation to the average price per average square metre in each
neighbourhood.

To begin to unpack the mechanisms driving the budding socio-spatial impacts of
residential REITs, as well as their effects on everyday life, I use data from a closed
Facebook group called Plataforma Afectados Alquilovers (Anticipa). As of July 2019,
this group has 356 tenant-members across Spain affected by Blackstone’s rental prop-
erties. Close to 30 members of the group report living in Barcelona on their
Facebook profile, but the experiences shared from across Spain help grasp some of
the common everyday difficulties tenants face while living in a residential SOCIMI
property (in this case owned by Blackstone). Tenants joined the Facebook group
almost exclusively due to problems they were facing with Blackstone. In other words,
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they are not representative of all tenant experiences, meaning that this dataset is a
skewed sample. Nonetheless, considering existing reports highlighting problems faced
by Blackstone’s tenants in the US (Call, Powell, et al., 2014; Call, Strathmann, et al.,
2014), the Facebook findings provide a sense of both structural and common prob-
lems with basic living conditions in Blackstone’s flats across Spain.

When I requested membership to the Facebook group in early 2017, and was
accepted, I wrote a brief post explaining that I was investigating Blackstone-Anticipa
both in my capacity as a researcher and housing rights activist. I stated that I wanted
to join the group to understand from affected tenants – who would remain anonym-
ous – the types of problems they encounter with their housing and how the company
is responding to them. I also noted that I would share information on Blackstone/
Anticipa that could be of use to the group, which I did on several occasions.

Combining the spatial and social media datasets enables a deeper understanding of
the emerging socio-spatial housing inequalities of residential REITs in Barcelona.
While the spatial analysis provides quantifiable insight on value grabbing (Andreucci
et al., 2017) and urban housing inequality, the social media experiences shared by
tenants uncover some of the specific material value grabbing strategies related to
housing quality and tenant service provision (or better stated, lack thereof).
Furthermore, not only does the social media data illustrate what renting from a resi-
dential REIT can mean for everyday life, analysing tenant experiences also helps pro-
vide meaningful conceptual and theoretical insights about the mechanisms feeding
into dispossession and value grabbing. In this light, using unstructured social media
(Facebook) data can provide new insights into social impacts of REITs. Before delving
into my findings, I first turn to the theoretical context within which this work is
embedded and then explain the Spanish context.

Shifting financialised housing models, crisis resolution regimes and socio-
spatial repercussions

A burgeoning literature has developed in recent decades on the financialisation of
housing, a concept referring to the global expansion of speculative real estate invest-
ment through financial markets as a means to (temporarily) overcome the fundamen-
tal contradiction in the built environment (Aalbers, 2008; Harvey, 1978). This
contradiction is between the fixed, immobile nature of real estate – which is durable,
expensive and defined by local context – and the abstract, placeless nature of capital,
which needs to be in motion to create value (Gotham, 2006). Financial innovations
have played a fundamental role in attempting to overcome this contradiction in
recent decades, as they are also critical in creating or accessing new asset streams.
The most ubiquitous financial instrument in the realm of residential housing has
been mortgage securitisation, where mortgage contracts are grouped, packaged and
sold on secondary financial markets by banks or financial intermediaries. The cre-
ation of legislation enabling mortgage securitisation in several countries several deca-
des ago laid the grounds for its subsequent remarkable growth, most notably in the
US, UK and Spain (Ashton, 2009; Wainwright, 2009). Another older instrument, but
one rapidly expanding in recent years is real estate investment trusts or REITs. REITs
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operate as stock-market listed real estate rental companies legislated through favour-
able tax regimes, which in essence enable local real estate to become tradable on glo-
bal financial markets. Investors purchase stock in the expectation of increased
dividends and pay outs from rental income and perhaps eventual property sale
(Jones, 2007).

These financial instruments, whose legal frameworks and architecture is laid by
the state, facilitate flows of money capital into the built environment and create
new avenues for the appropriation of surplus value and rent. But as attempts to
overcome the contradiction between fixity and liquidity, these instruments run the
risk of becoming speculative vehicles increasingly disconnected from production. In
seeking ever-greater profits due to insatiable appetites for yield (Ashton, 2009), the
increased generation of financial instruments for fictitious capital-based profit-mak-
ing only creates a continuously bigger bubble that can too easily spiral out of con-
trol – as seen in the 2008 financial crisis. This, arguably, is an inherent part of
their DNA as such financial instruments employed by financiers “grab rent”
(Andreucci et al., 2017) precisely through betting (speculating) on future conditions
(Knuth & Potts, 2016).

While debate is ongoing about the nature of financial crisis, the state undoubtedly
plays a particular albeit varying role in moments of crisis. In what Ashton (2011)
depicts as a financial exception to legal rule, a common practice is to isolate and sub-
sequently either discount or expel problematic financial assets from the system, as
they threaten the stability of broader financial markets (Kindleberger & Aliber, 2005).
Asset management companies or bad banks are vehicles created by the state to
address systemic banking crises by removing toxic financial assets from the balance
sheets of banks in the red in exchange for recapitalisation or government guaranteed
bonds, thereby crystallising loses and restoring market certainty (Byrne, 2015). Byrne
(2016b) develops the term asset price urbanism to theorise bad banks as a financial-
ised form of managing urban space, where they are key in linking rising real estate
asset prices to increasing flows of credit and economic growth.

The state also helps resolve or kick-start crisis-ridden financial-real estate systems
through the creation or adaptation of financial instruments. For example, while the
US Federal National Mortgage Association (Fannie Mae) created mortgage securitisa-
tion legislation in the early 1980s, state responses to the Savings and Loans crisis ini-
tiated “innovations” in securitisation a decade later through enabling higher risk
mortgage loans to be more easily packaged and sold on secondary markets (Ashton,
2009, 2011). This same crisis gave birth to commercial mortgage-based securitisation,
created in order to address liquidity challenges and encourage investment in the
Resolution Trust Corporation, the world’s first centralised public bad bank (Gotham,
2006). REITs were launched in Canada after the real estate crash in the early 1990s
(August & Walks, 2018), and legislation was either adopted or amended in Spain,
Greece and Ireland in the wake of the 2008 crisis (Beswick et al., 2016; Waldron,
2018). Such examples illustrate the fundamental role of the state, in many cases
hand-in-hand with the private sector, in (re)generating financial instruments to trans-
form material real estate assets into liquid commodities as part and parcel of finan-
cial-real estate crisis resolution, towards sparking a new cycle of accumulation by
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enabling new forms of financialised rentiership (Moreno, 2014) and value grabbing
(Andreucci et al., 2017).

Since “social exploitation occurs in and through housing” (Aalbers & Christophers,
2014, p. 381), it is unsurprising that these financial innovations have borne specific
socio-spatial impacts. Wyly et al. (2009) have illustrated how historical racial and
class relations underlying subprime mortgage lending in the US intensified the spatial
manifestation of foreclosure, where low income people of colour were most severely
impacted. Mortgage foreclosure in Spain has predominantly occurred with lower
quality housing located in the most deprived parts of the city, those areas with higher
rates of unemployment and higher levels of immigrant populations (Guti�errez &
Dom�enech, 2017a; Vives-Mir�o & Guti�errez, 2017). Rental housing financialisation has
been shown to spur inequalities in housing affordability and stability, shifting spaces
of gentrification and abandonment (Fields & Uffer, 2016). In the financialisation of
affordable rental housing in New York City in the 2000s, predatory equity’s “need”
for higher tenant turnover, in order to displace tenants paying affordable rents, led to
systemic harassment (Fields, 2015). In Toronto, August and Walks (2018) identify
different REIT profit maximisation strategies depending on the type and location of
residential housing, for example “squeezing” low income suburban renters or reposi-
tioning buildings and transforming tenants through a gentrification via upgrading
strategy, in both cases reducing affordability and often leading to displacement.
Finally, in Madrid Janoschka et al. (2020) explain Blackstone’s strategy with former
social housing acquired from local government then grouped into a REIT (SOCIMI):
higher rents were extracted through reduced maintenance, increased utility costs for
tenants, contractual uncertainty and even selective evictions. Thus, the overall picture
of financialised housing instruments to date points to the intensification of urban
socio-spatial inequality, tending to deepen existing racial and class-based inequities
and forms of dispossession.

How have these dynamics played out with market-based rental housing in Spain,
specifically in Barcelona, and what further theoretical insights does this emergent pro-
cess bring? The next two sections of the paper contextualise the case, while findings
from Barcelona uncover the emerging socio-spatial impacts of REITs and conclusions
reflect on what this means for thinking more broadly about urban (hous-
ing) inequality.

Resolving Spain’s most recent crisis, aka making Spain a “let’s-all-go
area” for investors post 2012

At the end of the prodigious decade of Spanish urbanism (Burriel, 2008) and the
onset of the international financial crisis, Spain’s financial system was apparently
unscathed. During a visit to New York in late 2008, the Socialist President Zapatero
declared that Spain had perhaps “the most solid financial system in the international
community” (El Confidencial, 2008). But it soon became clear that the mortgage-debt
driven housing model that was driving the country’s growth had collapsed, as
unemployment rates skyrocketed and a flood of households faced mortgage foreclos-
ure and eviction. It also came to light that over half the country’s 45 savings banks

6 M. GARCÍA-LAMARCA



were drowning under billions of euros of non-performing loans granted to developers
and households during the boom, where over half of the entire loan portfolio of
domestic credit assets were real estate related (Oliver Wyman, 2012).

Similar to the previous major financial crisis in the country’s recent history
(1976–1985), there was not a proactive approach to crisis resolution but rather
actions took place under the pressure of fact (Cuervo, 1988). During the 1976 crisis –
generated in large part by an increase in the failure of industrial firms – half of the
country’s 110 financial entities failed in the early 1980s, constituting 27 per cent of
the system’s total assets (Betr�an & Pons, 2017). Bank losses and insolvency were
absorbed through the Deposit Guarantee Fund (FGD) created in 1977, which ultim-
ately intervened in 29 banks. The Corporaci�on Bancaria, created in 1978 and owned
in equal parts by Spain’s central bank (Banco de Espa~na) and 95 private banks in
proportion to their resources, took on the transitory administration and property of
banks in crisis and restructured banks on the brink of collapse (Cuervo, 1988). The
1976 crisis was eventually “solved” by several currency devaluations and an IMF-
assisted external default (Betr�an & Pons, 2017).

Homologous to the Corporaci�on Bancaria, but solely run by the state, the Orderly
Fund for Bank Restructuring (FROB) was established by the Zapatero government
in June 2009 to address growing bank losses and insolvency. The FROB, governed
by representatives from the Bank of Spain and economic branches of the central
government, led a three-phased restructuring and recapitalisation of the banking sys-
tem. This involved extensive savings bank fusions, nationalisations and liquidity
injections costing over 63 billion euros in Spanish and European funds (Vives-Mir�o,
2018). From the FROB’s interventions to rescue the financial system, Spain went
from having 45 savings banks and eight private banks in 2010 to ten consolidated
private banks and one nationalised bank (awaiting privatisation) post 20172 who
became significant landlords due to housing repossession after mortgage foreclosure
and eviction proceedings (Garc�ıa Montalvo, 2015; Gutierrez & Dom�enech,
2017a, 2017b).

The post-2008 crisis resolution regime depended solely on the Spanish state in the
FROB’s first two phases, and on the European Commission in the third. European
bail out funds in the final phase were conditioned with the creation of an asset man-
agement company. The Management Company for Assets Arising from Bank
Reorganisation (SAREB) was Spain’s first-ever bad bank and became a key instrument
in restructuring the financial system (Byrne, 2015; Vives-Mir�o, 2018). The SAREB is
where nearly 200,000 “toxic assets” of nine nationalised and semi-nationalised banks
were transferred at 47 per cent of their original price in exchange for Spanish govern-
ment guaranteed bonds and European rescue funds (IMF, 2014).

Two further processes added to a surge of significantly devalued real estate assets
onto the market. First, due to pressure from the European Commission on the Bank
of Spain, the latter compelled Spanish banks to accurately reclassify loans (from per-
forming to doubtful or substandard) and to divest non-core assets and non-perform-
ing loans (Banco de Espa~na, 2013). Second, virtually all banks fully or partially sold
their real estate platforms to reduce their exposure to real estate risk, with a handful
of US private equity investors taking the cake (Vives-Mir�o, 2018).
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The combination of the creation of the SAREB, loan reclassification and banks
reducing exposure to real estate risk thus lie behind a PwC 500 real estate industry
expert’s statement that “Spain was a no-go area but now it is a let’s-all-go area” (PwC
and Urban Land Institute, 2015, p. 21). International distressed asset and private
equity firms could easily overcome the illiquidity problems facing national investors
(Byrne, 2015), at the same time that dozens of such firms were invited by the state to
bid in asset auctioning processes (e.g. FROB, 2014).

The Spanish state undertook a series of legislative changes in the rental sector
while assets surged onto the market, contributing to make it even more attractive.
The next section contextualises the Spanish rental market and explains these
recent changes.

Situating the Spanish rental market: liberalising the rental law and
creating SOCIMIs

Spain is oft described as a country of homeowners, where owning a home has been
portrayed for decades as a genetic predisposition and transhistorical fact (Palomera,
2014). Yet the country’s first census in 1950 reported that half the Spanish population
lived as renters, with tenants constituting 75 per cent of Catalonia’s population and
95 per cent of Barcelona’s residents (Tatjer, 2008). The Franco dictatorship viewed
homeownership as the path to secure social order (Colau & Alemany, 2012) and
resolve the poor quality and quantity of housing after the Spanish Civil War. During
this time, rent freezes and the automatic renewal of rental contracts in the first
Urban Letting Act (LAU) in 1946 – one of the most important legal bodies regulating
the rights and duties of renters and landlords – maintained stability for those who
rented as housing scarcity continued (Pareja Eastaway & San Mar�ın Varo, 2002).
Nonetheless, the success of the dictatorship’s homeownership drive was clear as
increasing numbers of renters decanted towards ownership, the latter increasing 20
per cent nationally in two decades and doubling in Catalonia from 25.7 per cent in
1950 to 53.3 per cent in 1970 (Tatjer, 2008).

Renting was dealt its terminal blows as a form of secure and stable tenancy after
the transition to democracy in the late 1970s. This occurred first through the elimin-
ation of rent control and tenant protection clauses in all new rental lease contracts as
dictated by the 1985 Boyer Decree, an act that liberalised the rental market by remov-
ing rent control and shortening rental contract durations (Pareja Eastaway & San
Mar�ın Varo, 2002). Then came income taxes deducting mortgage principal and inter-
est for primary and secondary homes, further encouraging homeownership. Thus des-
pite the public sector recognising the need to increase the proportion of rental
housing, policies have been inconsistent if not contradictory (Garc�ıa Montalvo, 2008).
This has resulted in the socially excluded and lowest income sectors of the population
unable to purchase property living in the rental sector, particularly since social hous-
ing constitutes only two per cent of the total housing stock (Trilla, 2014).

While at the peak of the 1997–2007 housing boom, renting hit its lowest point
(ten per cent) as a tenure choice, the 2008 crisis has triggered growth in the rental
sector (Pareja-Eastaway & S�anchez-Mart�ınez, 2017). With private, individual property
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owners making up 85 per cent of the Spanish rental market (Nasarre-Aznar &
Molina-Roig, 2017), the Spanish real estate sector points to the lack of
“professionalisation” of the rental market and applauds the entry of private investors
into this emerging asset class with a positive growth trajectory (notes, Private Equity
Fund Forum on Spanish Real Estate, 2014, 2016).

The growth of the rental sector has been engineered in large part by the 2013
reform of the Urban Letting Act (LAU), which creates measures to (further)
“flexibilise” and promote the housing rental market. Four key changes were made to
the LAU in 2013: 1) the duration of rental contracts was reduced from five to three
years; 2) controls on rental increases – formerly tied to Consumer Price Index
changes – were completely removed; 3) tenants can be evicted after one month of
rental non-payment through an express eviction clause and 4) a Debtor Registry was
created where people sentenced for non-payment would be listed for six years
(Escorihuela & Vali~no, 2013). In other words, the new law seeks to protect landlord’s
interests, especially professional landlords (Nasarre-Aznar & Molina-Roig, 2017). A
former Catalan secretary of housing aptly underlined this intention in an interview in
May 2014:

The changes to the 1994 LAU were discussed for 6 years. This new one [the 2013 LAU]
was changed in three months… .It was the banks that said, “if you want us to rent
housing, it has to be under conditions we dictate.” The owner can set the price he/she
likes upon contract renewal. Tenants can find themselves on the street at any moment
for reasons infinitely more varied than those that existed before. That is to say that
everything was completely tailor-made for financial entities (personal communication,
May 2014).

Alongside rental law changes, international capital has also been enticed into the
Spanish rental sector through the creation of financial architecture for SOCIMIs. This
was first laid in 2009 by the Socialist government, as a new rental market investment
instrument with an 18 per cent corporate income tax fiscal regime. Yet in 2012 the
new majority Conservative government assessed the legislation as “totally inoperative”
and thereupon changed the law to “boost and revitalise the Spanish real estate mar-
ket” by reducing legal obligations, removing regulatory barriers and omitting all taxes
(Gobierno de Espa~na, 2012). “It is surprising that in a country undergoing major
reorganisation, to finance a welfare system, a zero tax regime is adopted”, stated a
German banker at a Madrid real estate investment forum in 2014. He underlined that
the sole reason for foregoing significant tax revenues was to attract as much foreign
direct capital as possible, a practice a SOCIMI director in another session applauded
as a successful strategy (notes, Private Equity Fund Forum on Spanish Real
Estate, 2014).

By law, SOCIMI shareholders receive at least 80 per cent of profits from rental
activity and 50 per cent of the gains made from the sale of properties, where the
remaining 50 per cent is to be reinvested in eligible assets in the following three years
(Gobierno de Espa~na, 2012). Promises of future liquidity once SOCIMIs go public on
the Spanish stock market is stimulating increasing amounts of investment in these
instruments. As of June 2019, the 70 SOCIMIs listed on the stock market were valued
at over 46 billion euros (V�elez, 2019b). Nearly one third of all listed SOCIMIs focus

HOUSING STUDIES 9



solely on residential rental properties, a type of SOCIMI that has grown significantly
in recent years. The following section looks at the emerging socio-spatial dynamics of
one of the largest residential SOCIMIs in Barcelona, owned by Blackstone, and the
problems reported by tenants in Blackstone SOCIMI-owned flats.

Blackstone’s SOCIMIs and their socio-spatial impacts in Barcelona

Blackstone catapulted into Catalonia and Barcelona upon buying the nationalised
Catalunya Bank’s real estate platform Anticipa in 2014. They subsequently purchased
112,000 securitised residential mortgages from Catalunya Bank in a sale managed by
the state-run FROB, spending 3.6 billion euros for assets secured at 6.4 billion euros
as the FROB topped up the sale with 572 million euros of public funds (Garc�ıa
Montalvo, 2015). In subsequent years, Anticipa-Blackstone has purchased thousands
of assets from the SAREB and banks directly benefiting from the financial system bail
out, and now controls at least 100,000 real estate assets through dozens of companies
(Zuloaga, 2017). As of May 2019, one third of these assets are rented through
SOCIMIs (V�elez, 2019a).

Towards becoming the country’s largest private rental housing provider, Anticipa-
Blackstone’s strategy is to unite its residential properties in various SOCIMIs that are
or will be listed on the alternative Spanish stock market (Brualla, 2017). Albirana, the
residential SOCIMI with the most assets on the market in Barcelona, went public in
March 2017. Of its 5,000 rental assets listed in 2017, 60 per cent are located in the
province of Barcelona and 554 in the city of Barcelona. Nearly 80 per cent of
Albirana’s housing units come from mortgage debtors, either bought upon mortgage
foreclosure (66 per cent) or through housing purchase in accord with the mortgage
debtor in exchange for debt liberation (13 per cent) (Albirana, 2017,). Out of all its
properties, 70 per cent in the province of Barcelona are rented and 78 per cent of
existing contracts finish in 2–3 years, signalling an opportunity to increase rents upon
issuing new rental agreements. Albirana states that “the strategy of the [Blackstone]
group is centred on the management of the current real estate asset portfolio with the
objective of increasing profitability for shareholders” (Albirana, 2017, p. 41). It is
likely that this strategy will be maintained for Blackstone’s new SOCIMIs.

Albirana’s entry into Catalonia’s and especially Barcelona’s rental market is a very
timely move. Barcelona is a city with one of the highest housing prices and rents per
square metre in Spain, where one of three residents live as renters. The number of
tenants in the city has increased steadily in the past decade, particularly notable in
relation to the decline of and slow recuperation of housing purchase. At the peak of
the housing boom in 2006, housing purchases and issued rental contracts were almost
on par, at nearly 25,000 per year, yet in 2017 the number of rental contracts doubled
to 50,000 while only 15,676 flats were purchased (OHB, 2018). Data from the city of
Barcelona’s statistics department shows that the city’s average housing sale price fell
38 per cent during the crisis although housing prices and family incomes dropped
unevenly across the city, with both falling more severely in Barcelona’s traditionally
working class districts. Rental prices, on the other hand, fell 19 per cent from peak
city average prices in the third trimester of 2008 (833 euros per month) to trough in
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the second trimester of 2013 (677 euros per month). Average rent prices have
increased 36.4 per cent from 2013 to 2018, with the city average of 929 euros per
month being a historic high (OHB, 2018). The Catalan Housing Department argues
that the 3-year length of rental contracts as stipulated in the reformed 2013 LAU is a
critical element driving yearly rental price increases, and the boom in tourist flats
through platforms like Airbnb is also considered to be an important factor pushing
up rents through reducing long-term residential housing stock (Bellver, 2018;
Ajuntament de Barcelona, 2016; C�ocola Gant, 2016). This is compounded by the fact
that social housing makes up less than two per cent of Barcelona’s total hous-
ing stock.

Spatial analysis: intensification of socio-spatial inequality

Spatial analysis of Blackstone’s SOCIMIs and rental prices in Barcelona uncovers sev-
eral key emerging socio-spatial impacts in the city’s housing landscape. Figure 1, at
first glance, illustrates the spatiality of urban inequality and dispossession in
Barcelona: the areas with the largest concentration of mortgage foreclosures and evic-
tions coincide with the location of Blackstone’s SOCIMI housing. This socio-spatial
distribution echoes previous findings indicating that mortgage foreclosure has
occurred in the most deprived parts of various Spanish cities (Guti�errez &
Dom�enech, 2017a, 2017b; Vives-Mir�o & Guti�errez, 2017; Guti�errez & Dom�enech,

Figure 1. Blackstone SOCIMI flat rental price and size in relation to neighbourhood price and
neighbourhood flat size in Barcelona.
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2018). Furthermore, the proportional price difference analysis between average neigh-
bourhood rental prices and Blackstone’s Alquilovers listed flat rental prices in Figure
1 (map on left) illustrates that 95 per cent of SOCIMI rental flats have a listed rental
price above the average neighbourhood rental price. Of these, 65 per cent are leased
for up to 50 per cent more than the average price of properties in the neighbourhood
where they are located, and 33 per cent between 50 -100 per cent more. Two proper-
ties are listed for over double the average neighbourhood rent. On average,
Blackstone’s 110 flats are listed for 38 per cent more than those for rent in the same
neighbourhood.

The map on the right side of Figure 1 illustrates similar findings: only 8 of the 110
flats listed on Alquilovers – 7 per cent – have a price per square metre below that of
average price per average square metre sized flat in their same neighbourhood. This
shows that the price differentiation seen on the left map in Figure 1 is not related to
the size of flats. In fact, on average, Blackstone’s flats listed for rent on Alquilovers at
the end of 2016 were 4.65 euros per square metre more expensive than the average
price per average square metre in the city.

These inflated prices echo findings about Blackstone’s Invitation Homes properties
in the United States, where tenants in Atlanta reported rents 19 per cent higher than
the city’s median rental prices (Call, Powell, et al., 2014). These significantly higher pri-
ces suggest various dynamics. Listing higher rental rates might be an initial strategy to
test the market, since the presence of large-scale landlords is a novelty in Barcelona
and Spain more broadly. Due to its nature as a global company with billions in capital,
Blackstone can furthermore leave some flats empty if the rent they ask for is too high:
upon returning to Alquilovers website in April 2017, I noticed that a few flats that
remained unrented since January had their monthly rents reduced by 35-40 euros to
entice prospective tenants. Nonetheless, potential tenants are also likely attracted by ads
on the Alquilovers website stating “find a flat with up to three months of free rent” as
well as “gifts” from the company like a hi-fi sound system, and the fact that rental
properties in Barcelona are limited in number and hard to secure.

Tenant experiences: poor service, quality and the legacy of foreclosures
and evictions

As membership in the Facebook group Plataforma Afectados Alquilovers (Anticipa)
has grown, it seems that increasing numbers of tenants in Blackstone’s SOCIMIs suf-
fer problems upon renting a flat from the company. In this Facebook group, the only
one I found where existing tenants in Blackstone-owned flats share their experiences
and stories to seek advice and solutions from others,3 there were a handful of fre-
quently repeated complaints related to tenant service and housing quality in the hun-
dreds of comments and conversations I systematically reviewed from early 2017 to
mid-2018. The most common problem, repeated dozens of times, is that Blackstone
does not respond to incidents filed by tenants, many of which are serious and affect
their daily living conditions. In the most extreme case, the founder of the Platform
has filed 55 complaints, including a non-functioning kitchen stove, cockroach plagues
and no keys to access the building’s garage nor storage areas as promised in the
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rental contract, to name a few. Other oft-repeated problems include energy supplies,
mould in the flat and not having armoured anti-squatting doors removed after mov-
ing into the property. Tenants are told – after ringing dozens of times per day, being
put on hold – is that the problem will be dealt with, followed by silence or a response
arriving months later.

Many of these maintenance and communication problems echo experiences from
tenants surveyed in Blackstone’s Los Angeles, Riverside and Atlanta single-family rental
properties (Call, Powell, et al., 2014; Call, Strathmann, et al., 2014). For example, in
Atlanta less than half of 25 Blackstone tenants surveyed indicated they had a good rela-
tionship with their landlord, with 18 out of 25 having maintenance problems with their
homes. Over half of the 25 Los Angeles tenants surveyed also had maintenance prob-
lems, and 63 per cent stated they did not agree with Blackstone’s promise of great ser-
vice. Stories told by Blackstone tenants in the Facebook group, in this light, stand in
stark contrast to the president of Anticipa-Blackstone’s description of the company’s
efforts in Spain: “We bet on an intensive technology in order for the tenant to be con-
nected to Anticipa 24hours a day, 365 days a year. It is about turning the renter into a
client” (Delgado, 2017). According to tenants’ experiences shared on Facebook, the ser-
vice received is poor and it appears that neither connectivity nor “creating clients” is of
use in responding to tenants’ immediate needs. The higher rents being charged are
thus not justified by improved tenant service provision or improved housing quality.

Several service and quality problems that Blackstone SOCIMI tenants face emerge
directly from the structural reality in which these flats are situated. That is, they are
properties obtained upon mortgage foreclosure and eviction. Blackstone’s rental con-
tracts contain a standard clause stating that tenants are responsible for activating water,
gas and electricity supplies upon signing the rental contract “with total indemnity for
the property owner”. It is, however, not uncommon for tenants to find debts exceeding
1,000 euros from previous homeowners who stopped paying utility bills previous to
foreclosure and/or eviction. Tenants are then contractually obligated to pay these legacy
debts to re-activate utility supplies. As these supplies are inactive when they visit the
flat before renting, they were unable to assess if household appliances like stovetops are
in working order until they move in and activate water and energy supplies. Many ten-
ants, furthermore, complain that they do not have access to common spaces in the
building where the flat is located (parking, storage spaces, post boxes) despite stipula-
tions to the contrary in their rental contract because Blackstone does not have the
keys. This likely reflects the fact that most flats have changed hands between various
financial entities during the rescue and restructuring of the financial system before
finally being purchased by Blackstone. Building association presidents are in some cases
angry that collective building-related debts shared by flat owners for the maintenance
and upkeep of common spaces like the entrance, lift and stairs have remained unpaid
by the new flat owner (Blackstone), and refuse to provide copies of keys to tenants.

Discussion and concluding thoughts

This paper argues that an emerging tax-free SOCIMI housing regime in Spain has
been facilitated and validated by the post-crisis management of toxic real estate assets
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led by the Spanish state and actively backed by the European Commission. A new
landscape of private equity and other international distressed debt investors have dir-
ectly benefited from the socialisation of losses as a path to financial crisis resolution.
These actors have been enabled by the state through processes to (re)stimulate finan-
cial markets – namely liberalising legal frameworks and obliging banks to divest non-
performing loans and assets – to extract old and new forms of rent upon obtaining
significantly devalued real estate assets. Spatial analysis of the properties in Barcelona
of the residential SOCIMI with the most assets on the market owned by Blackstone,
created from flats obtained at a significant discount from mortgage foreclosure and
eviction processes, found that rental flats aim to extract on average 38 per cent higher
rents than the neighbourhood average and 4.56 euros more per square metre on aver-
age, a process reinforcing uneven urban development, inequality and dispossession.
Tenant service and housing quality problems reported by tenants in the Facebook
group echo findings from various US cities. Many of these problems are directly con-
nected to the fact that their homes were assets obtained from mortgaged home dis-
possession and reflect Blackstone’s priority for shareholder profit maximisation over
service or quality. Here I consider the most important conceptual points that arise in
the paper and what they mean for housing access and affordability.

The state-led crisis resolution regime, conditioned in its final phase by European
obligations, unfolded in several dimensions. Key was siphoning off ‘toxic’ debt and
assets from semi and fully nationalised financial entities into the SAREB and compel-
ling the Bank of Spain to articulate recommendations to all Spanish banks to
reclassify non-performing debt. This marks a shift from Spain’s administrative and
public-private crisis resolution strategy in 1977, as in the post-2008 crisis resolution
regime European obligations played a critical role. While the two crises had different
drivers and solutions, and also occurred in two very different political economic
moments, key in the recent crisis is both the lack of state autonomy – a devaluation
of the euro for example is solely in the hands of the European Central Bank – and
the readiness of the state to follow European Commission orders. Considering Spain’s
historic position in the European configuration, where tourism and construction are
the prime drivers of the country’s economic growth, it appears as if there was no
national or regional alternative to restarting another cycle of real estate accumulation
through massive asset devaluation, rental law liberalisations and (re)engineering
SOCIMIs to be an attractive real estate investment vehicle. In this light the paper
shows how housing financialisation in Spain is reworking state-finance relations
(Knuth & Potts, 2016), as the state adapted and created both the financial infrastruc-
ture and the material conditions needed to entice (foreign) capital into the growth-
ready rental sector.

Residential SOCIMIs are projecting a strong entrance into the rental market in the
context of a shift in tenancy, where renting is increasing – be it willingly or unwill-
ingly – due mortgage finance restrictions, economic precarity and public promotion.
Preliminary empirical findings show that SOCIMIs’s objective of “increasing profit-
ability for shareholders” translates to extracting as high rents as possible with tenant
service and housing quality being secondary considerations. Changes to the Spanish
rental law in 2013 tailor made for landlords facilitates the upward redistribution of
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rent, as rental prices can be easily adjusted upon the termination of three year rental
contracts. If tenants miss one month’s rent landlords can order an eviction.
Furthermore, considering that SOCIMIs distribute at least 80 per cent of profits from
rental activity and 50 per cent of the gains made from the eventual sale of properties
to shareholders, investors hold an expectation that the market price of housing will
appreciate. This suggests that future SOCIMI growth will target properties located in
stable urban housing markets (e.g. Barcelona, Madrid) that will increase or at least
maintain their rents. SOCIMIs like Albirana, having purchased thousands of assets
(homes) in wealthy regions like Catalonia at significantly discounted – and in essence
state-subsidised – prices at the low point in the real estate cycle, clearly see strong
profits (rent) to be grabbed through this new business model.

The current state-facilitated real estate cycle focusing on the rental sector as a new
asset class is furthermore being built upon several layers of dispossession. First, the
SOCIMI housing is obtained en masse at bargain prices from mortgage foreclosure or
eviction, or settling accounts with homeowners whose securitised loans were non-per-
forming. Second, SOCIMIs can legally increase rental prices to whatever level they
desire upon contract renewal every three years; if the price is too high for the current
tenant then the tenant is forced to leave. Third, in the case of Blackstone SOCIMIs,
tenants are contractually obliged to pay the utility-related debts of previous foreclosed
and evicted homeowners. The face of dispossession is thus changing from banks and
securitised mortgage debt investors towards SOCIMI shareholders who seek greater
profits from rising rents and housing appreciation, in the process generating deepen-
ing levels of housing precarity. And this all occurs from state-generated material con-
ditions – legal changes and heavily discounted foreclosed/evicted properties formerly
owned by publicly bailed out banks – and within the sanctity of contract (Knuth &
Potts, 2016): Blackstone merely employs contract-based law to externalise problematic
property conditions and set rent levels they deem appropriate for profit maximisation,
in this way buttressing the upward redistribution of every possible ounce of value.
The very role of financial entities in pressing changes to the 2013 rental law, readily
accepted by the Conservative government, exemplifies how new combinations of law,
property and temporality (ibid.) further facilitate the deepening of dispossession and
“value grabbing” (Andreucci et al., 2017).

The expansion of residential REITs can have significant impacts on the new geog-
raphies of financialised rental housing in Barcelona, other Spanish cities and beyond,
and in extension on daily urban life. While the spatial analysis conducted in this
paper looked at 110 housing units, which makes up no more than five per cent of the
total residential properties evicted by banks in Barcelona (2,272 housing units accord-
ing to Guti�errez and Dom�enech (2018)), it provides a sense of their incipient spatial
impacts. Flats, largely purchased at a huge discount by Anticipa-Blackstone upon
mortgaged homeowner foreclosure-eviction, were located in low income neighbour-
hoods where letting prices were significantly higher than surrounding properties. The
Facebook data illustrates that far from renting upgraded/renovated properties or pro-
viding additional tenant services – both of which could, arguably, justify higher rental
prices – tenants face similar maintenance, utility and legal contract problems in
Anticipa-Blackstone flats. While serious flaws in quality and service were reported by
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these self-selected tenants participating in the Facebook group, the contractual obliga-
tions around, for example, legacy debt is universally faced by all Blackstone tenants.
This data helps deepen our understanding both of the mechanisms used by financial
entities to grab value from properties and of what living in a SOCIMI can mean for
tenants’ everyday life. Further research on SOCIMIs, their properties and tenant
experience is needed to consider socio-spatial impacts, pricing and business strategies
and long-term objectives of the sector as a whole (e.g. August & Walks, 2018;
Waldron, 2018).

The importance of further research on the REIT model is underlined by Moreno’s
(2014, p. 257) words. He states that “the ‘institutionalisation of rent’, through urban-
isation, constructs and perpetuates a set of socio-spatial property relations in which
the owners of land and the owners of money are able to shape the microeconomies
of cities.” Private equity investors like Blackstone point towards an ominous conver-
gence of the owners of land and of money, suggesting that these impacts can move
beyond the microeconomies of cities to effect larger socio-economic and political
urban global housing processes. Untangling these emerging housing-finance dynam-
ics, and their relation both with the state and lived experience, is fundamental to help
build effective responses and demands to prioritise the needs of everyday urban ten-
ants and residents over capital.

Notes

1. The alternative stock market incorporation documents of SOCIMIs like those owned by
Blackstone, holding thousands of assets, only list the date of purchase, the city where they
are located and the asset type (office, land, parking lot, housing).

2. All savings banks were either merged into existing banks or legally forced to turn into
banks. The only nationalised entity left, Bankia – bailed out with 22 billion euros – awaits
privatisation.

3. There are a handful of Facebook pages and Twitter feeds denouncing Blackstone and
other vulture funds that likely (but do not necessarily) own SOCIMIs, some run by
residents of these properties. The Facebook group Plataforma Afectados Alquilovers
(Anticipa) was the social media outlet I found where directly affected tenants seek help
from other tenants by sharing their lived experiences.
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