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Abstract: The rapid growth in urban tourism has brought great pressure to the historic centres,
intensifying the negative externalities that threaten their protection and proper functioning. The aim
of this article is to analyse the use of urban planning regulations as an instrument for containing
tourism activity in situations of overtourism. A two-stage methodological approach is employed:
Firstly, a review of the local governments’ response to the effects of tourism growth and the pos-
sibilities of local control in 46 Spanish cities is presented; secondly, a comparative analysis of the
stricter short-term rentals regulations adopted by those cities is carried out. The common basis of
the adopted regulations is the control of tourist use of an entire dwelling. Of the cities analysed,
Barcelona has the most restrictive regulation, while in all the other cities, regulation is less restrictive
and depends on the type of accommodation in question and/or the conditions imposed on issuing
new licences. The results demonstrate the difficulties entailed in the process of formulating and
applying regulations and reveal imbalances between the economic and urban planning visions, and
between the rapid change in tourism and the much slower response capacity of governments.
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1. Introduction

In the years leading up to the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, many cities
experienced rapid growth in tourism. In parallel, the proliferation of short-term rentals
(STRs) has driven a surge in visitor flows and has exerted a disruptive effect on the tourism
industry and destinations alike. The sharp increase in STRs has particularly affected urban
centres, the areas with the highest concentration of tourist attractions. In many European
cities, such centres are also totally or partially historic sites subject to heritage protection in
accordance with the legislation of each country, and in some cases are also included in the
UNESCO World Heritage list.

Although increased tourism activity generates benefits for the city as a whole, greater
tourism pressure in central areas has also triggered the emergence or intensification of
negative externalities that threaten their protection and proper functioning. These in-
clude a decline in the quality of life [1–4]; the loss of tourist appeal [5]; an increase in the
cost of housing [6–11]; environmental pollution [12] that affects water quality [13] and
air quality [14]; noise pollution [15], which particularly affects residents’ everyday lives;
overcrowding in public spaces [16] and congested infrastructures and services [17,18] and
traffic [19]; an increase in crime [5,20]; the loss of cultural identity [21,22]; and an increase
in the cost of living [23,24]. This long list of problems is encapsulated in concepts such
as “touristification” [25–30], “tourism gentrification” [30–35] and more recently, “over-
tourism” [16,20,36–40]. All three terms, which first appeared in the academic literature but
now appear frequently in the mass media, refer to the same kind of problem. However,
each one is associated with different interpretations of the causes and meanings associated
with underlying urban processes.
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Urban policies on tourism are being adapted in their entirety or in part to this new
situation, and many cities have begun to adopt strategies to cope with situations and pro-
cesses of overtourism. From a critical perspective, Milano [41] has divided these strategies
into five groups (5D) according to their main goal: Deseasonalisation, decongestion, decen-
tralisation, diversification, and deluxe tourism. Abbasian, Onn, and Arnautovic [42] have
differentiated between infrastructure-oriented, tourist-oriented, local authority-oriented,
and tour operator-oriented or similar solutions. Meanwhile, Eckert, Zacher, Pechlaner,
Namberger, and Schmude [43] have again divided such measures into five groups: Under-
standing the role of tourism, spatial and seasonal distribution, promoting tourism accep-
tance, restrictions and monitoring, and smart destination development. Lastly, Veríssimo,
Moraes, Breda, Guizi, and Costa [44] have identified six types of strategy: Those focused
on infrastructures and decentralisation, those that seek local involvement and collabora-
tion, those oriented towards planning and regulation, those focused on promoting smart
tourism, those oriented towards degrowth and segmentation, and those that seek to fa-
cilitate tourist–resident interaction. Among other goals, all these strategies are aimed
at containing tourism activity, where containment implies reducing pressure on central
areas while simultaneously promoting greater tourism activity in peripheral neighbour-
hoods. Achieving this objective entails adopting a variety of measures. Mendoza et al. [45]
classified these according to the corresponding sector in local government, for example,
marketing policies (in this case aimed at attracting visitors to lesser-known places), trans-
port policies (related to reducing arrivals at the destination and/or its central areas), smart
tourism destinations (for the internal management of tourist flows), and so on. Among
these policies is urban planning.

The present article focuses on the use of urban planning regulations as an instrument
for containing tourism activity in situations of overtourism and discusses Spanish cities that
have formulated this type of regulation mainly in the period 2015–2019. Although urban
policies extend beyond urban planning [46], local governments’ capacity to determine land
uses endows them with a very powerful tool for regulating new tourism activities. The
study objectives were therefore as follows: (1) To determine the extent to which Spanish
cities regulate tourism use, identifying each city’s position in relation to regulation; (2) to
identify and analyse specific regulatory instruments, rationales and mechanisms; and (3) to
contextualise this regulation in an international framework, with reference to comparable
studies. The article is divided into five sections reflecting these objectives. After the
introduction (first section), we present a review of the literature on urban planning and
tourism, focusing in particular on recent studies on the regulation of STRs (second section).
We then discuss the general situation in Spanish cities and describe our empirical study
methods (third section). Next, we present our main results, identifying the positions of
local governments in relation to urban regulations and detailing current regulations (fourth
section). In the fifth and final section, we discuss these results and draw several conclusions
of varying scope.

The present study represents an advance in knowledge of overtourism management
at an urban level. Although numerous studies on overtourism worldwide and in Spain
have been published in the past five years, few have examined urban planning regulations
from a comparative perspective. Case studies in particular have proliferated and reference
to the exceptional case of Barcelona is a constant in the literature and the media alike. In
contrast, our aim was to interpret the general situation in Spain based on a broad sample
of 46 cities and to conduct a comparison with the urban regulation of tourism in other
countries. Our conclusions indicate the difficulties involved as regards both formulating
and applying the regulations and the disparity between the dizzying, disruptive speed
of change in tourism and the much slower capacity for response of governments. This
study also opens up new fields of research in an agenda marked by the uncertainty of an
anxiously awaited post-pandemic recovery.
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2. Urban Planning and Tourism: State of the Question

All urban policies influence a city’s development as a tourist destination. However,
among these policies, urban planning is of particular importance. Although its scope,
content, and even name varies from country to country, urban planning refers to the
physical planning of a city. Such planning includes various plans that operate at different
scales and are generally developed and implemented by local governments. The more
general plans establish the city model and the mechanisms to achieve this model, which
include the design of interventions on urban infrastructure and a series of regulations
establishing the legal framework. Zoning is a widespread technique, and the management
of planning provisions is one of the central activities of local governments.

Although urban planning is crucial in shaping a place as a tourist destination, urban
planners have been reluctant to systematically reflect on tourism. This lack of reflection has
hindered the integration of tourism into urban planning based on the regulated allocation
of land use. Several difficulties arise as a result, as was indicated by Dredge and Moore
back in 1992 [47]. First, there is a lack of definition of tourism, or at least urban planners
have failed to define it as a clearly identifiable sector, hindering access to relevant and
consistent data. The data available are always insufficient. Second, urban planners—whose
actions are geared towards public service—find it difficult to understand a market where
tourism companies primarily seek to maximise profits. Furthermore, the tourism sector is
highly fragmented, rendering it difficult to represent all interests in formal participation
procedures. Consequently, there are major discrepancies between the idea of city image
from the perspective of urban planning and that of tourism marketing. These difficulties
persist despite efforts to achieve a better understanding of the connections between tourism
planning and urban planning [48] and to conceptualise the central geographical elements
of a destination in order to assist the land use planning process [49].

Tourism and urban planning converge most when the creation of a destination in-
volves a general process of tourism urbanisation, as in the case of sun and beach destina-
tions where land use plans are applied. Site planning delineates the precise configuration
of public and private facilities, followed by architectural, landscaping. and engineering
design [50]. In contrast, tourism has only occasionally and very recently been considered in
planning instruments for urban destinations. There are several reasons for this. On the one
hand, the phenomenon of tourism only entered the local political agenda a few decades ago,
even though some cities have been receiving visitors since the inception of modern tourism.
On the other hand, tourism in urban destinations does not involve creating new spaces as
much as refurbishing existing ones. Above all, tourism implies catering for a new type of
user or consumer—the visitor—in areas already used by residents, other inhabitants of the
urban agglomeration, and commuters from further afield. These difficulties in approach
are also reflected in the relative paucity of literature in this field, at least in comparison with
studies of this subject in sun and beach destinations. In this respect, Larsen [51] has noted
that questions related to “urban contexts” are relatively little discussed in tourism research,
while tourism attracts even less research attention in urban studies. However, some studies
are beginning to be published. Of note is a special issue edited by Shoval [52] examining
the interrelationship between urban planning and tourism consumption in European cities.
Studies of Dubrovnik [53] and Budapest [54] have also contributed interesting reflections
on urban planning and tourism development, while a study of Copenhagen has linked
urban planning and cycle tourism [55]. In addition, planning has been related to guidelines
on tourist accommodation in studies of cities such as Lisbon [56] and Prague [57].

References to tourism can also be found in studies on urban heritage, regeneration,
mega-projects, mobility, land use regulation, and other matters related to the physical
planning of a city. In general, such studies note the potential effects of these actions on
urban tourism development. Achieving these effects may be an explicit goal of planning,
but sometimes it is merely an implicit aim. At other times, the effects are unintended
and even antithetical to the overall intention of the action. In general, urban planners
have assumed that the effects are positive: However, critical perspectives have always
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maintained a negative view of tourism, and this has become more widespread as situations
and processes of overtourism have arisen. Given that urban planning is the primary
instrument for regulating land uses, part of the debate has focused on the regulation of
purely tourism uses, such as tourist accommodation and especially STRs.

This type of rental accommodation is very common in a large number of tourist
destinations, especially sun and beach destinations. While not a new phenomenon in
urban destinations, it has grown exponentially following the advent of large platform
companies such as Airbnb (platform-mediated STRs). The expansion of STRs in large cities
has had a disruptive effect at various levels [58,59]. First, this new business model poses
a major challenge to the conventional accommodation market, primarily the hotel sector.
Second, at the destination level, it has generated several negative externalities, placing
greater pressure on the housing market and transforming residential neighbourhoods. As a
result of STRs, touristification is now permeating central districts that were not previously
on the “beaten track”. Consequently, numerous local governments have begun to adopt
regulations governing STRs to reconcile the interests of property owners and residents in
the most severely affected neighbourhoods.

A plethora of academic studies from a range of disciplinary fields have examined
the expansion and effects of STRs in cities. Although taking a broader approach, much
of the research on Airbnb and the sharing economy refers to regulations adopted at the
urban level. In a review of digital platforms and cities, Artioli [60] identified regulation
and governance as being among the five major topics of urban research. Such studies
are generally based on an analysis of local government policy documents but may also
refer to reports by the main stakeholders or interviews conducted with politicians and
specialist staff and may frequently cite news items in the mass media. Among other
aspects, they have described the rationale for the regulations, their scope, their content
in the form of regulatory measures, and their effects. Some studies have quantified the
existing supply of STRs, obtained by scraping websites such as Inside Airbnb and Airdna,
while others have focused more on the legislative aspects, examining the urban regulations.
In general, these latter comprise case studies of a single city over a specific period of
time. For example, Lambea [61] has analysed the situation in Barcelona, paying particular
attention to urban planning measures to mitigate the negative impact of the sharp increase
in private dwellings being transformed into tourist accommodation, while Schäfer and
Braun [62] have quantified the supply of housing in Berlin subject to misuse as defined in
the city’s Zweckentfremdungsverbot (misuse prohibition law). Using the case of London,
Ferreri and Sanyal [63] have demonstrated that sharing or platform economy companies
are involved in encouraging governments to change existing regulations, in this case by
deregulating short-term letting. This has important implications for planning enforcement.
Meanwhile, Van Holm [64] has assessed the effects of the regulation adopted in New
Orleans on accommodation advertised on Airbnb and its geographical distribution, as this
regulation affects different areas of the city differently.

Although fewer comparative studies of cities have been conducted, they are becoming
increasingly important. From a legal perspective, Palombo [65] has compared the regu-
lations on zoning, taxation, insurance, and liability issues adopted in New York and San
Francisco, defining their positions as “conservative” and “liberal”, respectively. Meanwhile,
Cassell and Deutsch [66] have analysed the regulation of STRs in the 10 most populated
cities in Germany, identifying three possible local government positions regarding the
phenomenon of STRs: Laissez-faire, prohibition, and allowing Airbnb but only under spe-
cific conditions.

Studies comparing cities in different countries encounter greater difficulties.
Dredge et al. [67] have analysed the regulatory responses adopted in the cities of Am-
sterdam, Barcelona, Berlin, and Paris. In addition to these cities, Hajibaba and Dolnicar [68]
included London, New York, Reykjavik, San Francisco, and Tokyo in their analysis. In all
these cities, there is a clear distinction between ‘hosted rentals’ (the short-term rental of
space within the host’s primary residence when the host is present) and ‘unhosted rentals’
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(short-term rental of primary residences when hosts are not present). However, there are
significant differences in areas such as taxation and registration requirements. Nieuwland
and van Melik [69] selected a group of cities where significant negative externalities of
STRs had been reported: Amsterdam, Anaheim, Barcelona, Berlin, Denver, London, New
Orleans, New York, Paris, San Francisco, and Santa Monica. These are not the cities with
the greatest supply of STRs, but rather those where the mass media have reported the most
negative externalities associated with Airbnb. This media attention has spurred the inclu-
sion of STRs as a problem in the local political agenda. However, similar levels of tourism
pressure can prompt different regulatory responses. Aguilera, Artioli and Colomb [70]
found such differences in the types of regulation in force in Milan, Paris, and Barcelona,
both in terms of the level of stringency (weak in Milan, intermediate in Paris, strong in
Barcelona) and choice of policy sectors (sharing economy and tourism in Milan, housing
and land use in Paris, urban planning and tourism in Barcelona). Lastly, Von Briel and
Dolnicar [71] conducted a longitudinal study of regulations (2008–2020) and identified
four types of city according to their regulatory response: “Liberal” cities (San Francisco,
Hobart), “moderate” cities (Paris, Vienna), “moderate collaborative” cities (Amsterdam,
Barcelona), and “protective” cities (Tokyo, London, Reykjavik, New York, Berlin).

Although few studies as yet have analysed local regulations on STRs from the perspec-
tive of urban planning, some notable examples include a series of contributions from the
United States, where zoning forms a central component of urban planning [72]. Zoning has
been used to achieve strict separation of uses in a quest to preserve the residential character
of neighbourhoods. The advent of STRs has changed this residential character, and in
response, zoning regulations have been modified to contain their expansion. Legal scholars
such as Gottlieb [73] and more recently Scanlon [74] have examined the regulations adopted
in different US cities and their judicial trajectory. Gurran [75], Gurran and Phibbs [76],
and Gurran, Searle, and Phibbs [77] have also studied cities in the United States, although
their most detailed analyses have focused on Sydney. In agreement with Palombo [65],
they note that the voluntary market regulation advocated by the large platform companies
“misses many of the traditional concerns that land use planners have about tourism accom-
modations, such as the opportunities to spatially cluster tourist facilities and services; the
management of traffic, parking, and waste; building and urban design requirements to
attenuate noise and privacy impacts; appropriate fire, safety, emergency, and disability ac-
cess requirements; and likely levels of occupancy and potential overcrowding” [76] (p. 82).
Consequently, there is a need to incorporate the debate on Airbnb into a new planning
research agenda [75].

3. Spanish Cities as a Subject of Study
3.1. Urban Planning and Tourism in Spanish Cities. General Framework

This article focuses on policies to contain tourism activity in Spanish cities, and in
particular local urban planning measures. These policies have been adopted in response to
problems arising from the soaring number of visitors in the years prior to the COVID-19
pandemic. Aggravated by the proliferation of STRs advertised through platform companies
such as Airbnb, the problems of overtourism have affected the historic centres of large
cities, which have witnessed a new cycle of touristification [25,78]. The most negative
effects of this new cycle have been condemned by a wide range of social movements and
have prompted the strategies adopted by some local governments.

Urban planning is the central component of the urban policies applied in Spanish
cities; however, urban planners have only just begun to include tourism as a regulated
activity. Previously, in cities such as Granada, Seville, or Toledo, which have been major
tourist destinations for over 100 years, explicit references to tourism in urban plans and
programmes were negligible. Regulations pertaining to historic centres were aimed at
achieving generic improvements in urban attractiveness by enhancing or creating cultural
landmarks, adapting public space, and rehabilitating the historic fabric. The regulatory
component of the plans established mechanisms for urban heritage protection and reg-
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ulated land uses. One of the goals was to safeguard the residential function of historic
centres, which was threatened by processes as diverse as building deterioration and the
shift towards the service economy. It is only in recent decades that urban planners have
paid more attention to tourism, in the context of a neoliberal trend in urban policies that
emphasises competitiveness and openness to the outside world. Since 2000, priority has
been given to urban actions with greater external appeal and a more flexible approach
has been adopted to activities directly or indirectly related to tourism, such as hospitality,
commerce, and especially accommodation.

At the same time, a new area of research has emerged investigating the interrelation-
ship between urban planning and tourism, based mainly on case studies. Nofre et al. [79]
have shown that urban planning in La Barceloneta was geared towards transforming
this part of Barcelona into a space for leisure and tourism consumption in the city centre.
Marín et al. [80] have analysed an urban renewal project in the centre of Malaga, coordi-
nated via a specific plan (PEPRI) and funded by the European Union’s URBAN programme.
Among its effects, this renovation has enhanced the area’s tourism appeal and, more re-
cently, has attracted mass tourism. However, the project did not achieve one of its other
objectives, namely, to halt population decline in the city centre. Solís et al. [81] have studied
processes affecting the historic centre of Toledo, where a series of urban policies have been
instrumental in creating an unsustainable situation characterised by museumisation, touris-
tification, and gentrification. From a perspective more focused on the practice of planning
and taking as a reference the reflections in Ashworth and Tunbridge [82] on urban historic
tourism, Brito [83] has raised the need for better coordination between urban, heritage and
tourism management. More recently, Barrera and Escampa [84] have further developed
this approach, noting that urban planning policies have a direct impact on several aspects
that affect tourist use of historic cities: (1) Management of excessive visitor flows, whether
spatial or temporal; (2) measures to avoid the creation of mono-functional tourist spaces;
(3) demand for increasingly larger and more complex facilities; (4) access to and mobility
within the historic city; and (5) over-exploitation of a small number of heritage sites while
neglecting the rest.

In this context, Barcelona has received notable research attention, as the centre of
political, media, and academic attention in Spain and abroad. Since 1992, when the city
hosted the Olympic Games, Barcelona has been a successful tourism destination and its
management approach has been emulated in numerous cities. However, critical voices have
also emerged, condemning the negative effects associated with the transformation from a
“city with tourism” to a “tourist city” [85]. In recent times, these effects have intensified, in
parallel with the expansion of Airbnb accommodation [86]. Many residents have expressed
their discontent with tourism activity and social movements have become “touristified”.
The term “tourism phobia” has even been coined. The arrival of the movement Barcelona
en Común (BeC, Barcelona in Common) in local government (2015) ushered in a major
revision of the city’s tourism model that went beyond the measures to mitigate the negative
effects of tourism proposed by previous governments [87]. Among other actions, the new
government team has drafted a special urban plan for tourist accommodation (Spanish
initials: PEUAT), an urban planning instrument for tourism activity that seeks to contain the
proliferation of tourist accommodation. The impacts of tourism, Airbnb and STRs, social
movements, “tourism phobia”, the new tourism policy, and urban planning regulation
through PEUAT and other instruments are all issues that have been explored in depth in a
wide range of studies on Barcelona [61,86–89].

In Spain, the regulation of tourist accommodation depends on different tiers of gov-
ernment. Thus, regional governments are responsible for establishing the types of accom-
modation (e.g., hotels, hostels, apartments and campsites), the administrative registration
system for companies, and inspection and sanction procedures. For each type of accommo-
dation, conditions are established in terms of surface area, facilities, and services, generally
grouped by quality levels. STRs have been the subject of specific regulation in recent years,
since Spanish tenancy law explicitly excludes from its scope of application “the temporary
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transfer of the use of the entirety of a furnished and equipped home in conditions of imme-
diate use, marketed or promoted via tourism supply channels and carried out for profit”.
Hence, regional governments have issued a series of regulations governing aspects such as
the facilities required in the home, the procedure for starting the activity and administrative
registration, obligations in relation to consumers (tourists), and sanctions. Although the
regulations vary from region to region, in general they do not include references to the
renting of independent rooms within a dwelling and aim to establish a regime comparable
to other forms of accommodation.

Meanwhile, at the local level, tourist accommodation is mainly regulated through
urban planning. The various types of accommodation are treated as a tertiary land use,
with different levels of compatibility with residential use. Urban planning regulations,
which form part of urban land use plans, regulate the procedure for implementing this
land use, which entails obtaining a municipal licence and can even involve drawing up a
specific plan. Usually, the regulation distinguishes between a change of use of an entire
building (for example, to open a hotel) and a change of use that only affects a part of
it (for example a hostel), and in this latter case, conditions are established in relation to
the building’s surface area and access. Furthermore, regulations must comply with the
zoning system, which is particularly complex to manage in city centres. This approach was
intended to regulate the use of hotels and other traditional establishments; however, the
proliferation of STRs has posed a challenge in terms of planning, and one that has elicited
very different responses.

3.2. Research Method

As indicated earlier, the present study focused on an analysis of local urban planning
strategies that seek to contain tourism growth. Such actions generally take the form of
regulations that render it difficult or even impossible to open new accommodation establish-
ments, especially STRs. While recognising that Barcelona has led the way, here we broaden
the scope to encompass a much wider range of Spanish urban destinations, adopting a
comparative approach and taking as a reference other studies comparing the regulations
enacted in various cities [67–71]. In comparing cities within the same country, this study
follows in the footsteps of Gottlieb [73], Palombo [65], and Scanlon [74]. As Cassell and
Deutsch indicated [66] (p. 2) in their study of German cities: “Comparing cities within
a single country enables one to control for institutional variations in intergovernmental
relations, cultural factors, national economy, and political institutions”. In short, regulatory
variations can be addressed within a common framework.

We employed a two-stage methodological approach. In the first stage, we reviewed
the local governments’ response to the effects of tourism growth and the possibilities of
local control. The study period extended from 2015 until the emergence of the COVID-19
pandemic in early 2020. During this time, municipal elections were held (in 2015 and
2019), bringing significant changes in the governing parties. Our study encompassed
46 Spanish cities, including the largest urban agglomerations in Spain (e.g., Barcelona,
Bilbao, Madrid, and Valencia), the historic cities traditionally associated with heritage
and cultural tourism (e.g., Cordoba, Granada, Santiago de Compostela, and Toledo), and
other medium-sized cities located on the coast, with different histories of tourism (e.g.,
A Coruña, Cadiz, and Donostia-San Sebastian). The main source of information for this
study was news items in the mass media, which reports on local government positions
concerning regulation and on regulatory variations over time. Relevant information was
identified by means of key word searches. The use of news as a source is common in this
field. In addition to reporting on institutional positions, the news also takes into account
the political dynamics surrounding the inclusion of an issue on the urban agenda, the
formulation of corresponding policies, and, where appropriate, the implementation of the
measures adopted. Besides local government, such dynamics may include representatives
of the conventional accommodation sector, platform companies such as Airbnb, owners of
STRs, political parties, and social movements. Furthermore, we conducted an exploratory
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study of local government specialists’ perceptions of the problems caused by tourism and
the measures taken to mitigate them in the cities where they worked [90]. This study was
based on a questionnaire completed by 113 local government specialists in 46 cities. Data
were collected between May and September 2019, with the collaboration of the departments
of tourism and urban planning of the Spanish Federation of Municipalities and Provinces.

The second stage focused on cities that had adopted urban planning regulations that
imply stricter regulation of accommodation within a general framework of control of
tourism growth. We analysed the following aspects in these cities: (1) Political composition
of local government; (2) chronology of the regulation, with reference to prior studies,
initial approval with suspension of licensing, definitive approval, and implementation;
(3) regulatory instrument, considering aspects such as type of instrument, rationale, open-
ness to contributions from stakeholders, scope of action (conventional accommodation
and/or STRs, with the prescriptive regulatory definition of this), zoning strategy, and
use of indicators; and (4) consistency with other measures adopted at local and regional
level (e.g., taxation and marketing). In addition to the sources indicated for the first stage,
we also analysed a comprehensive series of public policy documents related to the cities
studied, consulted documents describing the positions of other stakeholders, and partici-
pated in events where the formulation and application of these policies in different cities
were debated.

4. Results. Urban Planning Regulations on Tourist Accommodation Uses in
Spanish Cities
4.1. Local Government Positions on Regulation

Before the outbreak of the COVID-19 epidemic, the debate on the regulation of tourist
accommodation was in full swing. In general, the cities can be divided into three groups
according to the local governments’ position regarding regulation: (1) Cities where regula-
tion had been rejected; (2) cities where the implementation of such regulations was being
considered and the first official steps may even have been taken towards implementation;
and (3) cities with fully operational regulations (Table 1).

Table 1. Cities according to the local governments’ position regarding regulation.

Group Cities (in Brackets, Declaration Date of the Historic Site and as World Heritage or
World Heritage Cities)

Cities without Regulation

Alcala de Henares (1968, WHC-1998), Almeria (1999), Avila (1982, WHC-1985), Caceres
(1949, WHC-1986), Cartagena (1980), Ceuta (1997), A Coruña (1944), Gijon (1975), Leon
(1962), Lugo (1973, WH-2000), Melilla (1953), Merida (1973, WHC-1993), Murcia (1976),
Ourense (1975), Pontevedra (1951), San Cristobal de La Laguna (1985, WHC-1999),
Santander (1986), Soria (1993), Teruel (1978, WH-1986), Valladolid (1978), Vigo (2006),
Zamora (1973), Zaragoza (2003, WH-2001)

Cities with Regulations under Study
or in Administrative Process (without
Final Approval)

Burgos (1967, WH-1984), Cadiz (1972), Cordoba (1929, WHC-1984), Cuenca (1963,
WHC-1996), Eivissa (1969, WHC-1999), Girona (1967), Granada (1929, WH-1984),
Malaga (1967), Las Palmas de Gran Canaria (1973), Salamanca (1951, WHC-1988),
Sevilla (1990, WH-1987), Tarragona (1966, WHC-2000), Toledo (1940, WHC-1986),
Vitoria-Gasteiz (1988)

Cities with Regulation
Barcelona (varios años, WH-1984), Bilbao (1972, WC-2006), Donostia-San Sebastian
(1988), Madrid (1995), Palma de Mallorca (1964), Pamplona (1968), Santiago de
Compostela (1940, WHC-1985), Segovia (1941, WHC-1985), Valencia (1993, WH-1996)

Source: own elaboration.

However, almost all urban tourism destinations in Spain had been drawn into the
debate on the need for much stricter regulation of accommodation, especially STRs. In
many cities, the issue had entered the agenda, but local governments did not yet consider it
a priority. In 23 of the 46 cities considered, news items on the subject in the local press were
either non-existent or expressly referred to a lack of interest in regulation. In these cases,
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the general opinion was that the supply of STRs was limited and therefore did not cause
any inconvenience to residents or distort the conventional tourist accommodation market.
Instead, STRs were viewed as a new type of accommodation with the potential to boost
tourism in the city. Consequently, regulation at regional level was considered sufficient
and these local governments limited themselves to ensuring compliance by individuals
with the licensing requirements established by the regional government for this type of
accommodation (e.g., environmental impact report, certificate of habitability). This position
was maintained in various types of destination, including incipient tourist destinations
(A Coruña, Gijon, Teruel), historic cities with a long history of tourism (Avila, Caceres,
Merida), and large urban agglomerations such as Zaragoza. Although not always the case,
this position was more common among centre-right local governments.

The second group comprised 14 cities where the issue had been raised and regulatory
measures were in the process of being adopted. In some cases, this process was in the
very early stages and was mainly reflected in statements of intent by a member of the
local government that been reported in the media. For example, in Gerona, the existence
of STRs in the historic centre had been noted as problematic, spurring moves towards
regulatory intervention. Similarly, there was awareness in Granada that neighbourhoods
such as Albaicin and Realejo had reached saturation point in terms of STRs and that it
would be necessary to establish limits by means of urban planning. This strategy was
being employed in cities such as Cordoba and Malaga, which were studying planning
modifications to achieve better regulation of STRs. In Salamanca, a draft ordinance had
been presented and submitted for public inspection prior to subsequent inclusion into the
city’s urban planning strategy. In some destinations, regulation had already received initial
approval, as in the case of Vitoria-Gasteiz and Toledo. In the latter city, one of Spain’s
main cultural tourism destinations, the provisionally approved ordinance limited STRs
to homes that had been unoccupied for a year. However, the regulation would not come
into full effect until obtaining final approval, and since March 2020, little progress has
been made in this regard: With no tourists in the city, concerns have shifted elsewhere.
Furthermore, many STRs are reverting to conventional rentals. All this has taken place in a
context of changes in government in many cities, with greater control being wielded by
liberal-conservative parties, which are generally more opposed to public intervention.

The process of formulating these policies is a long one, often taking several years.
The first step is initial entry onto the agenda, when local governments become aware a
problem that needs to be addressed. This may be as a result of new political parties entering
local government, pressure from interest groups (e.g., residents or representatives of the
conventional accommodation sector), or monitoring of approaches in other benchmark
cities, in a process of public policy dissemination. The first official response to concern is
often to commission a study aimed at quantifying the supply of STRs and assessing the
measures adopted in other destinations. Such reports have been produced in cities such as
Cordoba, Donostia-San Sebastian, Madrid, Palma de Mallorca, Santiago de Compostela,
Tarragona, and Valencia. In the case of Malaga, the Urban Environment Observatory
responsible for the study adopted a more complex approach based on global indicators of
tourism pressure. In parallel, expert committees may be created within local governments,
generally led by urban planning departments with participation from the tourism sector,
with responsibility for preparing and submitting policy proposals for initial approval. In
addition to the process of debate among local political parties, the legislation governing
urban planning stipulates a process of public information and consultation to enable the
participation of various social agents. Given that this is a standard bureaucratic procedure,
cities such as Valencia and Vitoria-Gasteiz have taken measures to ensure that social
participation is more open and transparent. At the end of the established period, the
new regulation is definitively approved, although at some point prior to this approval,
licensing of new accommodation is frequently suspended as a precautionary measure.
Such suspension is not retroactive, even for licences that are still being processed.
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The third group comprised nine cities where regulation had been approved and was
fully operational. Barcelona has led the way in this kind of intervention, and other Spanish
cities have been adopting its management model since the 1990s. In 2014, Barcelona be-
gan to draw up its Special Plan for the Regulation of SRTs and the city council placed a
moratorium on growth by suspending any award of new licences for this type of accom-
modation. In 2015, the new local government led by Barcelona en Común went a step
further, launching the preparation and approval procedure of the PEUAT (Special Urban
Plan for Tourist Accommodation) while simultaneously extending the moratorium on new
licences to all types of tourist accommodation (e.g., hotels and hostels) until 2017, the year
when the PEUAT was approved. Many cities followed Barcelona’s example, adapting
its model to local circumstances. In 2018, regulation was approved in Bilbao (February),
Donostia-San Sebastian (March), Palma de Mallorca (July), and Santiago de Compostela
(November). These were joined in 2019 by Madrid (March), Segovia (September), and
Pamplona (December). In February 2020, just before the outbreak of the pandemic, regula-
tion was definitively approved in Valencia. This group includes some of the largest cities
in Spain, which are also the most popular urban destinations in Europe for international
tourists. Ideological affinity has played a clear role in the spread of this policy, which has
been adopted by predominantly left-wing and/or nationalist governments.

4.2. Urban Planning Regulations on Accommodation: Instruments, Rationale, and Scope

The legal instruments applied in the nine cities with regulations in force vary widely
(Table 2). Donostia-San Sebastian has approved a simple ordinance regulating STRs and
room rentals. Doubts about the legal validity of this instrument have led some cities to
issue a similar ordinance and then incorporate its provisions into a modified general city
plan. Such is the case of Palma de Mallorca. Other cities have modified the planning
regulations on tourist accommodation within the general municipal plan and/or a special
plan governing the historic centre (Bilbao, Pamplona and Santiago de Compostela). In the
case of very recent urban plans (Segovia, Valencia), regulation of this land use is highly
detailed. Meanwhile, Barcelona and Madrid have formulated special accommodation plans
that specifically regulate licensing of this use in their municipal areas. Regardless of the
nature of these plans and ordinances, legal appeals are frequently lodged against their
provisions, which in some instances, causes an uncertain future for the instruments.

The rationale given for the adopted regulations is similar to that in other cities world-
wide, although obviously adapted to the legal nature of urban planning instruments in
Spain. The central argument is to contain tourism in urban centres because it puts pressure
on the housing market by reducing the supply available for the resident population and
also disrupts the everyday lives of said residents. Similarly, tourism tends to transform
commercial activity in the neighbourhoods concerned, as businesses begin to cater to
foreign demand. Furthermore, tourism accentuates processes of displacement, which par-
ticularly affect groups with less purchasing power. Although gentrification may sometimes
be mentioned, the overriding concern is the risk of increasing depopulation, a concern
that has been a constant refrain in urban plans for Spain’s historic city centres since the
1970s. Safeguarding the heritage of historic centres—the central goal of special plans for
protecting these urban areas—necessarily entails maintaining their resident populations
in order to preserve the character of the areas in question and avoid their transformation
into open-air museums or theme parks. Thus, containment of tourism activity, which is
expressly associated with accommodation, implies preserving the urban model established
in the plans regulating the city as a whole and/or its historic centre. For example, the
provision of green spaces and facilities associated with residential use (e.g., schools, health
centres, and sports facilities) is meaningless in neighbourhoods that are changing from
being places of permanent residence to spaces for temporary tourist use. This explains the
need to formulate a specific regulation for a phenomenon that did not even exist when
many of the plans in force were approved. Such plans must be adapted to address this
problem and to comply with recent regional legislation on tourism (and accommodation).
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Lastly, references to balancing the tourism offer (in the sense of advocating an equivalent
framework for all forms of accommodation) also appear in the rationale given for new
urban planning regulation instruments but are much less common.

The scope of the regulations is determined by the type of accommodation concerned
and the regulatory content of the measures adopted. Regarding the first question, the regu-
lation may govern room rentals, STRs, and conventional types of tourist accommodation.
The regulatory content implies a modification of the measures that may go as far as total
prohibition of the activity. In addition, the spatial distribution associated with zoning must
be considered [91,92].

The regulation of room rentals for tourists is rare. In general, the instruments adopted
refer to regional tourism regulations, which often prohibit this activity. In practice, this
means it is included in residential use. However, some cities have regulated room rentals
in more detail. For example, in Donostia-San Sebastian limits have been set on the surface
area of a dwelling that can be used for this activity and minimum conditions of habitability
have also been established. Meanwhile, in Pamplona, the regulation is similar for all types
of accommodation.

The common basis of all regulation is the control of tourist use of an entire dwelling.
A clear distinction is made between residential use of a dwelling and use as tourist accom-
modation, viewed as an economic activity equivalent to other types of accommodation that
do not occupy the entire building (e.g., hostels and guest houses). This distinction may be
absolute or dependent on considerations of time. For example, the regulations in Madrid
and Valencia only affect dwellings used as tourist accommodation for more than 90 days a
year and 60 days a year, respectively. If such use is considered equivalent to any another
type of accommodation activity, it can be totally forbidden (Santiago de Compostela), or
may be licensed in a building depending on a series of criteria:

• Type of building. Thus, within the urban area of Palma, STRs are only permitted in
single-family dwellings (detached houses or villas).

• Access. The type of access may affect regulation, for example whether there is inde-
pendent access from a public road or access involves using common spaces (e.g., the
entrance hall, stairs or lift) in a building with other residential dwellings. Thus, in cities
such as Madrid and Segovia, STRs are permitted where there is independent access.

• The position of the accommodation in the building. In general, tourist accommo-
dation on the ground floor is permitted. Such spaces are usually old commercial
establishments that have been converted into dwellings authorised for residential use
(certificate of habitability). In some cases, restrictions may be placed on new tourist
accommodation located on the first floor and/or floors immediately below those used
for residential purposes. Measures of this type appear in the regulations in Bilbao and
Donostia-San Sebastian.

• The number of STRs and the surface area they occupy within a building. The reg-
ulations in Donostia, Bilbao, and Pamplona apply these criteria. For example, in
Pamplona, a single building may not contain more than one tourist accommodation
establishment, including room rentals, and the total surface area dedicated to these
uses may not exceed 200 square metres.

Although the drive for regulation emerged in response to a dramatic increase in STRs,
some local governments have taken advantage of this to formulate much more detailed
licensing regulations for conventional types of accommodation that occupy entire buildings,
such as new hotels. This move has yielded urban planning instruments with much greater
scope for intervention, such as the special accommodation plans in Barcelona and Madrid
or special plans that specifically govern historic centres. In general, the regulations adopted
prohibit licensing new hotel uses or limit this possibility to a much smaller number of
buildings depending on their location, previous use, and/or heritage value.
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Table 2. Cities according to their regulation features.

City Regulation Instrument (and Date
of Approval)

Government Party
Type of Accommodation Concerned

Zoning
Overnight Stays in Hotels Overnight

Stays/Inhabitants Airbnb Listings
(Whole Dwellings)STRs Conventional

Accomodation

Barcelona Special Urban Plan for Tourist
Accommodation (April 2016) Barcelona en Comú Yes Yes Explicit

21.361.391
13, 05

9.494 (46, 19%)

Bilbao

Detailed modification of the General Plan of
Urban Planning of Bilbao regarding the

regulation of the use of tourist
accommodation (February 2018)

PNV-PSOE Yes No Implicit
1.888.211

5, 44
1.175 (50, 64%)

Donostia-San
Sebastian

Municipal ordinance regulating the use of
tourist accommodation and the rental of

rooms in the main residence for tourist use
(March 2018)

PNV-PSOE Yes No Explicit
1.432.822

7, 65
1.682 (71, 28%)

Madrid Special Plan for Regulation of the Use of
Tertiary Services of Accomation (March 2019) Ahora Madrid Yes Yes Explicit

20.850.285
6, 38

13.100 (60, 09%)

Palma de Mallorca Tourist Rental Zoning Ordinance (July 2018) PSOE, MES, Somos
Palma Yes No No

8.927.377
21, 46

1.980 (63, 28%)

Pamplona

Modification of article 28 of the Municipal
Plan, regarding the Regulation of

compatibility of uses (Temporary Residence).
Modification of Articles 87 and 88 of the

Special Plan for the Protection and Internal
Reform of the Old Town (December 2019)

Euskal Herria Bildu,
en coalición con

Geroa Bai, Aranzadi
e Izquierda-Ezkerra

Yes No Implicit
691.228

3, 43
No data

Santiago de
Compostela

Specific modification of the Special Plan for
the Protection and Restoration of the

Historical City (PE-1) to limit the temporary
accommodation in its residential building

(November 2018)

Compostela Aberta Yes No Implicit
1.464.632

15, 46
No data
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Table 2. Cont.

City Regulation Instrument (and Date
of Approval)

Government Party
Type of Accommodation Concerned

Zoning
Overnight Stays in Hotels Overnight

Stays/Inhabitants Airbnb Listings
(Whole Dwellings)STRs Conventional

Accomodation

Segovia PEAHIS-Special Plan for Historic Areas
(September 2019) PSOE Yes No Implicit

534.057
10, 34

No data

Valencia Special Protection Plan of Ciutat Vella
(February 2020) Compromís Yes No Implicit

4.352.588
5, 48

5.167 (67, 51%)

Source: Own elaboration. Number of overnight stays and inhabitants (2019) taken from the National Institute of Statistics (https://www.ine.es) Number of Airbnb ads (August 2019) from Inside Airbnb
(http://insideairbnb.com).

https://www.ine.es
http://insideairbnb.com


Sustainability 2021, 13, 70 14 of 22

In general, such regulations apply the practice of zoning. All studies to date have
found that tourism pressure is uneven, tending to be more intense in particular areas of
urban centres of significant heritage value that have been affected by an earlier shift to the
service economy that threatens their status as residential spaces and which therefore require
preservation. Thus, the territorial strategy is to contain the growth of accommodation in
central areas by implementing more restrictive measures. In contrast, measures in other
parts of the city less affected by tourism are much more lenient. The idea behind this
difference in regulation is to mitigate any risk to the tourism success of the destination as a
whole by indirectly encouraging the expansion of tourism activities in peripheral areas.

In Barcelona, Madrid, and San Sebastian, an explicit zoning strategy has been estab-
lished. As on other occasions, Barcelona led the way with its special plan that divides the
city into four zones: Zone 1, aimed at reducing accommodation capacity (prohibition on
opening new establishments, even if previous ones have shut down); Zone 2, aimed at
maintaining the number of current establishments and beds (if an establishment closes,
a new one with the same number of beds may be opened); Zone 3, aimed at contained
growth, where new establishments may be opened or existing ones extended; and Zone
4, corresponding to particular neighbourhoods with specific regulations. This zoning
affects all types of accommodation. In addition, the plan establishes zero growth for STRs
throughout the city, restricting new licences in saturated areas to cases where a previous
establishment of identical characteristics has closed. The zoning in Madrid is similar. Again,
the city has been divided into four areas, in the form of concentric rings, and restrictions on
transforming an entire building for use as tourist accommodation become more stringent
towards the centre. In fact, the regulations require separate access for tourist accommoda-
tion in the two central rings, which in practice means that it is prohibited. In Donostia-San
Sebastian, three zones have been established: Zone A, which has reached saturation point,
where STRs and room rentals are totally prohibited; Zone B, of high demand; and Zone C,
where licences for new accommodation are possible. This regulation does not affect conven-
tional types of tourist accommodation, which continue to be governed by the provisions of
the city’s general plan.

As noted, the most restrictive regulation corresponds to the historic centre of each city,
the neighbourhoods that comprise the pre-industrial city. In Barcelona, Zone 1 includes
Ciutat Vella but also extends to other highly popular tourist areas such as l’Antiga Esquerra
de l’Eixample, Dreta de l’Eixample, part of the Sant Antoni district, Poble-sec, Hostafrancs,
Vila de Gràcia, Vila Olimpica, and Poblenou. In Madrid, Ring 1 comprises the central
district while Ring 2 includes the rest of the zone declared a historic site, primarily the
area corresponding to nineteenth-century expansion. In Donostia-San Sebastian, Zone A
corresponds to the old part located within the old city wall.

In the rest of the cities that have adopted regulations, however, zoning is merely
implicit. In other words, the new regulations are established as special plans that only
govern the historic centres, which implies a differentiated, more restrictive approach with
respect to the rest of the urban agglomeration. Such is the case in Segovia and Santiago
de Compostela, although in this latter the prohibition on licensing new accommodation
establishments has been extended to the rest of the city as a precautionary measure. In
Bilbao and Pamplona, planning modifications have affected the cities’ general plans and
imposed stricter regulations in the plans governing their historic centres. Even the Special
Protection Plan of Ciutat Vella in Valencia distinguishes between two areas: The area
classified as being for residential use, where new STRs available for more than 60 days a
year and new hotels are prohibited; and the area classified as being exclusively for tertiary
use, where entire buildings may be used for different tertiary purposes.

In general terms, this group of cities has moved towards a global policy of containing
tourism activity, within which urban planning regulations are only one of the instruments
employed, although perhaps the most powerful and effective. In Barcelona, the first mea-
sures adopted were aligned with the 2010–2015 Strategic Tourism Plan, and this approach
became more clearly defined in the 2015–2019 term of office, when the Special Plan for
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Tourist Accommodation and the Strategic Tourism Plan 2020 were approved. In addition,
efforts have been made to limit the movement of cruise ships and a local surcharge on the
regional tourism tax is envisaged. In Donostia-San Sebastian, the municipal ordinance
on STRs is generally consonant with the 2017–2021 Tourism Master Plan. Here too, the
local government has envisaged the introduction of a tourism tax. In Madrid, efforts have
been made to extend the tourist area to outlying districts by means of specific marketing
campaigns (“Madrid, 21 Districts”) and a more even distribution of major events through-
out the city. In Santiago de Compostela, urban and tourism planning instruments have
for many years reflected concern about excessive tourism pressure. In fact, in September
2020, a tourism sustainability plan was approved that aims to manage the city’s tourist
flows, encouraging decongestion of the most saturated areas by promoting less well-known
heritage sites and varied, decentralised cultural activities.

Consistency with regional government policies is much more variable. The scope for
action of regional governments comprises wider territories that include destinations with
overtourism and others that need greater tourism growth as a development mechanism.
This tension is reflected in the imposition of taxes on tourist overnight stays. Since taxation
is a regional power, its use by local authorities is very limited, despite the fact that many
have repeatedly requested it as a revenue-generating mechanism and a measure to control
the flow of tourists. When the problem identified and the political parties in power are
the same at regional and local level, the regulations are much more aligned. For example,
the ordinance on STRs in Palma is consistent with the general thrust of the Island Plan for
Tourist Accommodation in Mallorca, whereas the regulation of STRs applied in the city of
Madrid has been continuously called into question by the regional government, led by an
opposing political party.

5. Discussion

The effects of overtourism in urban tourism destinations are particularly evident in
the historic centres of Spanish cities, which host the majority of tourism attractions and
therefore receive most visitors. In recent years, the supply of tourist accommodation, in
particular STRs, has witnessed dramatic, unbridled growth, shattering the functional bal-
ance of central urban spaces and triggering residential displacement, tourism gentrification,
and/or touristification. As in other cities around the world, the proliferation of STRs in
Spanish cities is a disruptive phenomenon. Given the many negative externalities of STRs,
some cities have consequently adopted regulations of varying types and stringency.

The literature on the subject identifies a broad set of regulatory measures that include
zoning conditions, taxation, insurance and civil liability, licensing and administrative
registration for new accommodation, habitability, public safety, and length of tourist oc-
cupation. Given the framework of powers applicable to Spanish cities, some of these
measures correspond to regional governments and others to local governments. In general,
the regional government establishes the operational rules for the various types of accom-
modation through sectoral legislation regulating an economic activity. In contrast, local
governments approach accommodation as a land use, which must be compatible with the
other characteristic uses of each part of the urban space. Given these objectives, urban
planning represents a very interventionist type of public policy and local governments
have begun to make heavy use of it to contain the situations and processes encapsulated in
the term overtourism. As has been reported in other countries, there is considerable strain
between economic and urban planning visions in Spain.

Cities can be classified according to their different regulatory positions depending on
the scope and stringency of their regulations [65,66,69,71]. Although these positions may
be given different names, there are three main levels: (1) Laissez-faire, allowing STRs and
room rentals without any local restrictions; (2) partially limited, permitting these activities
but subject to a series of specific local conditions in each city; and (3) total prohibition,
rendering this activity illegal. In Spain, the first level of laissez-faire encompasses a large
number of urban destinations that have rejected local regulation. These are places where
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the apparent presence of STRs is limited and no urban problems associated with this
type of accommodation have been identified. The local governments apply regional
tourism regulations, and where required, facilitate the administrative procedures that these
regulations establish at municipal level.

The next two levels comprise cities with regulations in place, but also those that were
developing and processing instruments of this type prior to the emergence of the COVID-
19 pandemic. These include Spain’s main cities (e.g., Barcelona, Bilbao, Madrid, Malaga,
Seville, and Valencia) with major international connections, as well as smaller historic
cities with a long history of tourism, such as Cordoba and Santiago de Compostela, and
less popular destinations that have adopted these regulations in imitation of other cities
experiencing greater tourism pressure. Since tourism pressure is uneven within each city,
such regulations have been tailored to explicit and implicit zoning schemes. The greatest
problems associated with overtourism occur in urban centres, which is why it is useful
to identify the levels of regulatory stringency specifically in these areas. It is also helpful
to focus on the real possibilities of opening new tourist accommodation, as sometimes
the regulations do not legally prevent this activity but do establish conditions that are
practically impossible to meet in Spanish historic centres (e.g., single-family residential
dwellings or dwellings in multi-family buildings with independent access).

Of the cities analysed, Barcelona has the most restrictive regulation. In Zone 1, which
includes the city’s historic centre, the regulation seeks to reduce accommodation stock
by prohibiting the establishment of any new accommodation facilities. This regulation is
closest to the degrowth approach applied in the tourism sector [93–95]. In all the other
cities, regulation is less restrictive and depends on the type of accommodation in question
and/or the conditions imposed on issuing new licences. Madrid’s special plan also greatly
limits the transformation of entire buildings into hotels within the central district and
in practice renders it impossible to open STRs, although this only applies to dwellings
available for more than 90 days a year. A time restriction is also applied in the historic
centre of Valencia, with a limit of 60 days placed on STRs in buildings of a predominantly
residential nature. In the historic centre of Donostia-San Sebastian, STRs and room rentals
are prohibited, as they are in the entire urban area of Palma de Mallorca. In Bilbao and
Pamplona, the award of new licences is limited by regulating access conditions and the
location and density of accommodation within a building.

As mentioned above, Barcelona has set the standard for regulation, as its local govern-
ment was the first to use urban planning instruments to contain tourism activity. Although
this type of instrument had already been used in sun and beach destinations to impose a
moratorium on tourism growth [96–98], and in many cities to avoid the proliferation of
hotel and catering establishments, a source of conflict with residents, it had never been
used before to contain the growth of tourism activity in urban centres by setting limits
inherent to the concept of sustainability [99–102]. Barcelona’s experience has also pro-
vided a rationale for the regulations adopted as an attempt to contain tourism, defend
residents’ right to the city, and contain processes of residential displacement and tourist
gentrification [103]. Thus, Barcelona was the first city to implement a series of urban
planning measures aimed at regulating new STRs by introducing quantitative, qualitative,
and location-related restrictions [69]. Transfer of this model has been easy because local
government and urban planning frameworks are the same throughout Spain, although
each city has adapted the model to local circumstances. The transfer is evident not only
in cities with regulations in force, but also in those where regulation has not yet received
final approval (e.g., Cordoba, Malaga, Seville, Toledo, and Vitoria-Gasteiz). The experience
garnered has helped to generate increasingly sophisticated regulations and has highlighted
the need to link these to other urban management measures that are not limited to the
tourism sector. In addition to regulating permission for new hotel and catering establish-
ments, key measures have been adopted regulating outdoor bar or restaurant seating on
public thoroughfares and noise pollution control, especially at night.
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However, urban planning regulations are not without their problems. While their
overall rationale is consistent, identifying when and where overtourism occurs is extremely
difficult [104,105]. Setting thresholds is essential to establish limits, a task inherent in adopt-
ing restrictions that will affect all or part of a destination according to the zoning applied.
At the same time, legal appeals are frequently lodged against this type of regulation on
procedural and/or substantive grounds, funded by owners’ associations, tourist accommo-
dation developers, and public entities responsible for ensuring fair competition. According
to th latter, this type of regulation prevents the proper functioning of the free market as
it introduces obstacles to the incorporation of new actors in the accommodation sector.
It also impedes the development of the digital economy. Once legal proceedings have
been initiated, the results are unpredictable and legal uncertainty is high. Another issue is
change in the parties and coalitions governing the cities, which may usher in significant
modifications to the overall thrust of the regulations or to the effective application of those
already in force, especially as regards inspections and sanctions.

Beyond these specific questions, the greatest limitations stem from the actual capacity
of urban planning regulations to deal with overtourism. These regulations have proven
effective as regards permission for new land uses in the case of transforming residential
buildings into hotels or other conventional accommodation establishments. However, their
use as regards STRs is much more problematic. In these cases, the goal is to determine
whether a dwelling is for residential or tourist use, and to apply the established time
restrictions. Irrespective of the provisions of the regulations, proving situations of illegality
that attract sanctions is a very complex task, so much so that the bureaucracy involved may
discourage local administrations from taking this route of intervention. Although these are
large cities, their local governments have a very limited capacity to impose conditions on
companies such as Airbnb, which is why this and other companies only collaborate in the
implementation of regulations if they obtain favourable frameworks for action. This may be
the underlying cause of the “liberal” positions of some destinations. The tensions involved
in regulation reflect the asymmetry between global companies and local governments. At
a global level, analyses performed to date do not indicate a significant reduction in the
supply of STRs in cities where limitations have been applied [71]. However, in some cases,
there has been a reduction in supply in central areas paralleled by growth in peripheral
areas, in accordance with the established zoning schemes [64]. As with other activities,
the adoption of urban planning regulations does not completely prevent the creation of
new establishments but does imply a “cooling off” of the market, as it reduces expectations
of quick and easy profits. However, since the regulations are not retroactive, transitional
periods have meant that much of the supply that would have been unable to operate under
the new conditions has been legalised.

6. Conclusions

Here, we have reviewed the main urban planning regulations on tourism in Spanish
cities. To date, this is the first overview to conduct an in-depth analysis of the details
and scope of urban planning regulations (the heart of intervention in Spanish cities). We
have adopted a comparative approach to move beyond the exceptionality of case studies.
The study, carried out on a sample of 46 Spanish cities, has allowed the identification of
a wide group of cities (50% of the sample) that have begun to regulate tourism via urban
planning, although only in 9 of them are the measures in force (regulations definitively
approved). The regulation is focused on the accommodation sector and affects mainly
dwellings for tourist use. It is justified in terms of protecting residential activity and
stopping the processes of touristification and residential displacement, in line with the
approaches of other cities in the world. However, the perception of the scope of these
phenomena and their interpretation in terms of the problem/challenge varies from one city
to another depending on the political orientation of the local government. In this sense,
we can even observe processes of mimicry that transfer the interpretation of the problems
of overtourism/touristification and the type of measures adopted from the largest and
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most important tourist cities (Madrid, Palma de Mallorca, but above all Barcelona) to other
smaller historical cities.

Generally speaking, our results demonstrate the difficulties entailed in the process of
formulating and applying regulations and reveal imbalances at two levels: (1) Between
economic and urban planning visions; and (2) between the dizzying and disruptive speed
of change in tourism and the much slower response capacity of governments. We are facing
administrative processes of slow processing that show an inadequate response capacity to
the speed of change of the tourist activity in the city.

Besides, the research has focused on the identification and analysis of the instruments
and measures of regulation adopted. However, given the scarce time span of their applica-
tion, it remains pending for future research to study the impact that these measures have on
the evolution of tourist activity in the urban space in order to evaluate their effectiveness.
In this sense, our study also opens up new fields of research in an agenda marked by the
uncertainty of an anxiously awaited post-pandemic recovery. In fact, one should bear in
mind that the regulations analysed were drawn up in a context of overtourism, where the
rapid proliferation of tourism activity had disrupted urban centres. The outbreak of the
COVID-19 pandemic in the spring of 2020 has halted the flow of tourism and suspended
previous tourism processes. Many hotel projects have come to a standstill and property
owners are once again offering their dwellings for long-term residential rental. Nonethe-
less, the regulations remain. Again, strain has emerged between the speed of change
affecting many economic and social processes and the slow responses of governments at
different levels.

In the future, once the pandemic has been controlled, situations and processes of
overtourism are likely to resurface with renewed intensity, and when they do, urban
regulation measures will constitute the basic instrument available to local governments.
However, control measures must be accompanied by actions aimed at activating peripheral
nodes to disperse the flow of tourism throughout the city. Furthermore, urban planning
measures must form part of a more global policy of containment and redistribution that
includes marketing measures, accessibility and mobility control, and intelligent solutions.
This would contribute to achieving more sustainable tourism in more sustainable cities.
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