
Torrevieja is a city on the southern coast
of the province of Alicante, in the Vega
Baja region; it has a registered population
of 88,388 inhabitants, with around
130,000 winter residents and 650,000 in
the summer. In the 1960s this old fishing
town had just over 9,500 inhabitants.
Torrevieja's population has increased by
314% in 20 years and is now one of the
most important cities in the Community
of Valencia; the population in the census
has grown by 50% just in the years 2000
and 2002. It is the fastest-growing city
in terms of its population over the last
20 years in the whole Community of
Valencia

It is the epicentre of an economic sub-
area which includes the municipalities
of Benijófar, Guardamar, Los Montesinos,
Pilar de la Horadada, Rojales and San
Miguel de Salinas. 93% of Torrevieja's
entrepreneurial base belongs to the
service sector.

It is 41 kilometres from Alicante to the
north, 23 from Elche in the north-oest
and 53 from Murcia in the south.
Torrevieja has a protected Natural Park
with two salt lakes and 20 kilometres
of coast with six long beaches – La Mata,
Cabo Cervera, Los Locos, El Cura, Los
Náufragos and Ferris – and some twenty
coves with a large quantity of cliffs.
Torrevieja has lost 20% of its wooded
area in ten years to the pressures of
speculation and urban development.
It enjoys a continental, temperate
climate, with temperate winters and
gentle summers, temperatures between
18 and 25 for most of the year.

Torrevieja has more than 100,000
residencies which are second homes.
The hotel capacity is 2,713 beds. The
average rate of annual occupation is 75%.
It receives more than two million visitors
a year.

It is currently a metropolis with 100 urban
developments and streets which have
a multicultural, multiracial character
that is difficult to define. More than
60 languages from all over the world
are spoken in Torrevieja and you can
find people from 144 nationalities.

In the last five years a hundred murders
have been perpetrated, with 49 violent
deaths in two years. A Torreviejan is
twenty times more likely to die violently
than an inhabitant of Madrid. In 2000,
there were 22 murders in a population
of 51,000 inhabitants. The yearly balance-
sheet of crime increases 30% annually.
There is a murder every 15 or 20 days.
In Madrid there is annually a murder for
every 44,117 inhabitants; in Torrevieja
there is one for every 2,312 registered
inhabitants. You are twenty times more
likely to meet a violent death in this
locality near Alicante. Fifty or so organised
criminal gangs operate in the Torrevieja
area, including mafias into drugs, arms
trafficking, prostitution networks,
organisations for money-laundering and
a Russian mafia well-established in social
terms. The speculation requirements
of these mafias and their urgent need
to launder money have transformed
Torrevieja into a cheap housing paradise.
For this reason it attracted tens of
thousands of working-class people who
could acquire houses very, very cheaply.

The constant burgling of houses on
these developments has forced some
neighbours to create neighbourhood
patrols like Home Watch, a network of
old people who keep watch from home
in contact with the local police and who
pass on information about any suspicious
activity on the estate. A hierarchical
group which filters information through
several area coordinators and a general
one which distributes the observation
work per hour among the least busy
members of the community.
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“The newest form of corruption is urban development and land organisation.”
Antonio Vercher, Supreme Court Prosecutor, inaugural lecture of the seminar Corruption: causes, effects
and legal procedures, UIMP Valencia, 8 September 2003.

The number of 500 euro notes circulating in Spain has tripled. Within two
years 43 million 500 euro notes have gone into circulation, that is equivalent
to 21,331 million euros. According to the Bank of Spain the value of these
500 euro notes represents 35.22% of the total amount of money in circulation.
But who has seen them? After the switch to the euro, the Bank of Spain
detected a great wave of laundering of black money which was invested
in property. The price of property has increased by 91% in five years and
a large part of the property bubble created is down to corruption in urban
development. Spain is the country in Europe that has consumed the most
cement in the last five years.

The axis for the model for tourist and urban development now promoted
on Spain's coasts goes well beyond encouraging programmes and projects
to improve people's quality of life today and in the future. The search for
economic growth at all the cost is one of the pivots of the model for the
tourist development that can be seen on the coast. One can observe this
without difficulty in cities like Torrevieja, the centre and capital of a tourist
area with more than 130,000 dwellings in residential areas and the city
centre, with a population higher than 130,000 in the low season and more
than 600,000 in the high season.

During the move to democracy, the political and social stage in our country
saw a new social model shaped by people of the most diverse origins
who were intent on getting a piece of the action, their basic aim being to
earn money at all cost, to grow economically at the same dizzying rate as
their town, operating from a legal base which they either transformed or
simply ignored.

Often, when we talk about corruption we tend to identify this concept with
the dark world of drugs or arms trafficking, with prostitution or the organised
mafias behind illegal immigration. The concept of corruption is evidently
much broader and is better kept flexible. In the context of the tourist areas
on the Mediterranean coast the word corruption triggers attitudes, strange
psychological responses and reflex reactions, that forces one to look the
other way. Urban mafias, black money and the laundering of capital are not
identified as criminal acts. The most immediate reference points for corruption
are so taken for granted as part of the newly acquired idiosyncrasies on the





coast, that they are see as the concern of others. It is something too everyday
and too close. What is certainly true is that the Spanish coastline sees a
greater movement of black money in the building industry than in drugs,
arms trafficking and other activities that we immediately recognise as
criminal. And corruption has no prejudice: in urban development it is so
generalised and taken for granted that it impacts on everyone, political
parties, different social classes, and all kinds of professional. Mafias and
organised crime have penetrated the town-planning of these municipalities,
though it is not recognised as such since friends, neighbours, relatives,
one-self included, benefit or hope to in the future, thus forming part of
a system that is rotten. A complex system and authentic web of corrupt
activities, financial entities close to mafia organisations, connections with
corrupt low or high level civil servants, representatives of anonymous
investors under cover of practices of Spanish lawyers that are created
to protect the anonymity of the real financial backers.

Pots of money are moved in suitcases and sacks, not through banks, and
nobody wonders where it comes from. For some mayors it has simply meant
financial support for their plans for urban development. The municipalities
facilitate the process by reducing the price of land and providing building
permissions that allow high-rise blocks to be constructed that are at odds
with recommendations in relation to the conservation of the natural
environment or beauty of tourist areas. Urban development has become
a fertile terrain for corruption that goes way beyond the political frame.
The legal system is incapable of putting a brake on an activity associated
with money laundering and the earning of illegal commissions.

Tourist interests in town halls, building companies, engineers and local
citizens has meant more and more building on a coastal strip that gets
broader and broader, a predatory action the consequences of which do not
seem to worry anyone. A real wedge now penetrates unhindered the interior
from the Mediterranean coast. There are towns in the interior which are
losing their contours and customary environment. Urban development is
also quietly aggressive on the second beach front.

This tourist activity involved and involves an obvious, visible impact on
the environment as well as being a transformation and fundamental change
in the social, political, economic and cultural context. The profound economic
transformation provoked by this activity has changed patterns of behaviour
in the smallest aspects of everyday life and led to ways of life where
the consumerist, competitive paradigm of the big cities is relegated to the
background: the basic priority is to amass a fortune by the quickest route.
All this takes place in a complex scenario, a linguistic and social tower
of Babel (there are more than 140 nationalities registered in the Vega Baja)
with banks, creeds and religions to suit all tastes.
















