

In Debt - Caught in the Spider’s Web

GARCÉS (OFF): Being in debt these days is no big deal. Everybody is. People ask each other, “How deep in the red are you?” You and your neighbour are pretty much in the same boat, but it is a social phenomenon. It has turned into a situation where debt is seen as the norm.

Start of music credits

JOFRE: Jordan, I’m going to ask you a direct question. Do you consider yourself someone overly in debt?

JORDÁN: Well, it was quite something. We thought that with two salaries surely we’d be able to get a mortgage. 

JOSEP: €190,000 for the mortgage, €20,000 for a small loan that we were ok with. And €50,000 for this latest one, which was the worst because now we might lose our home.

RAMONET: We started out paying €968 a month on our mortgage, but now it’s gone up to €1,100. I had to get my brother and my father to act as guarantors to the mortgage. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have let me have it. She didn’t have a job. 

ÓSCAR: By now you’re up to €70,000, that’s €70,000 in the red, almost €70,000. And you have a monthly shortfall of more than €1,000, that is, even with your income you’re still €1,000 short. 

STORYBOARD 1: Crisis, complete and utter crisis

EMILIO: Good afternoon.

MARTÍ: Afternoon.

EMILIO: Rufus.

RAFAEL: Hi, Emilio.

EMILIO: How are you? How’s it going?

MARTÍ: Pretty good. And you?

EMILIO: What’s up?

PEPE: Hi, how’s the Espanyol supporter?

EMILIO: Give us a break with it.

PEPE: Next Saturday, who’s going to win the game?

EMILIO: Hopefully it’ll be a draw.

PEPE: If only they could both lose.

EMILIO: Both lose? I want Barcelona to lose to Espanyol.
MARTí: How’s it going?

EMILIO: Good, thanks.

MARTí: And how’s work? 

EMILIO: Lots of work, we’re super busy.

MARTí: At work, on the newspaper, have you felt the effects of the downturn?

EMILIO: Yes, we’re selling less advertising. 

MARTí: Advertising’s affected, right?

EMILIO: Yes, that’s what we’re seeing. Crisis. Complete and utter crisis. There’s less... how can I put it, like less movement. People are afraid to spend now. 

EMILIO: Every single day we’re publishing a story on yet another real estate company filing for bankruptcy.
RAFAEL: Look, I’ve been a salesman on the street for 38 years and I’ve weathered more than one crisis in my day, but for everything just to come to a screeching halt, that is something I’ve never seen. People are just not spending. 

TRILLA: Predictions weren’t pointing to such an abrupt and dramatic halt.

MONTALVO: All indications, if they’d been correctly interpreted, were pointing to this big tumor that was aggressively spreading throughout the economy. 

TRILLA: This leads to an alarming amount of social, economic and production problems.

EVA: Ramon, have you heard from the mortgage brokers?

RAMON: Yes, I’ve received these letters.0

EVA: Which ones? These?

RAMON: Yes, letters and more letters.

EVA: The bank’s given you a raw deal, I feel bad for your father, your brother...

RAMON: My father is really fed up with the bank.

EVA: I can just imagine.

RAMON: He is constantly on the phone to me saying that they’ve called him again from the bank. They call him almost every day.

RAMON: With what it took for us to get the mortgage!

EVA: Yeah.

RAMÓN: And what it’s costing us now to sell. It’s turning out so badly.

VERGÉS: The growth we had throughout the last sixteen years was in bricks and mortar, not production. The people who have to pay back debts don’t work in construction but elsewhere. With unemployment, and a drop in people’s income, everybody will have even more difficulty paying off their debts. 

ROJAS: A factory owner who has to get up every day at 7am, get the factory going, argue with everybody: quality control, personnel, the unions, the taxman, the clients, the suppliers, problems left and right, and with the bank. Every day is such a struggle, and when a friend of his has sold up their business and put their money into real estate and is making a killing with 30, 40, 50% annual profit, while this guy has to work like a dog just to make 5, 6, or 7%... sure, there comes a point when he asks himself, “What kind of fool am I?” 

BERNARDOS: Put simply, it seems to me that Spain’s economic development has almost exclusively been based on building homes, attracting immigrants to build more. Thanks to the capital gains obtained in the sale of housing stock and the low interest rates, we’ve been taking on debt and living like kings.

MARÍA: You know you just can’t do this to me. Why? For the money? Would you listen to me? OK – if I come to you looking to improve my life, why then put me in this mess? Why’d you get me into it? You said from the start that you wouldn’t do that. And I said, “OK, good.” But don’t be filling your pockets with my money or with somebody else’s, and then leave us in the lurch, OK? You can’t do that. 

CASELLES: You didn’t know anything about this company, didn’t hear about it from anybody. Just through an advertisement.

JOSEP: It was a radio ad. They were offering personal and re-mortgaging loans.
JOSEP: Then we told them that we needed a personal loan, say €3,000 to €5,000 to catch up on some bills, to make a couple of overdue mortgage payments. 

MARÍA: And he tells me, “We’ll request a bit more money because I’ve got to take my cut”.

JOSEP: For the fees.

MARÍA: Then I tell him, I don’t want to borrow any more. €6,000 is the limit. And he says, “Borrow that little and it’s not really going to help you out”.
CASELLES: That’s the way they usually put it to you. It’s beneficial for them to offer more capital, better for them to be generous because, after all, you’ll be paying back little by little and won't notice it. It’s a marketing trick.

MARÍA: He told us no problem, we’ll go ahead with the mortgage and sort it out later.

JOSEP: Hi.

XXX: Hi, how’re you? 

JOSEP: Well, let’s see. What news?

CASELLES: Then at the Notary, you find out that the contract that they’re having you sign isn’t for €3,000 or for €18,000, which is what’s inside the envelope, but for more. 

JOSEP: It was for €47,500. 

MARíA: (On the phone) You gave me €18,000. You gave me €18,000.

XXXX: You got €18,000.

MARÍA: €18,000. And you got €5,000.

XXXX: Aha.

MARíA: And what about the rest of the money?

XXXXX: The rest, what?

MARÍA: The rest of the money? The rest of the €47,000? Where’s it gone? 

XXXX: It’s the agent’s commission and notary and legal fees for processing. 

JOSEP: How did €18,000 turn into nearly €50,000. That’s what I don’t understand. And when you ask for an explanation they tell you that, of course there are agent’s fees, plus what they gave you, plus interest. But interest on €18,000 for six months makes it go up to €48,000? In six months? That’s outrageous!

STORYBOARD 2: And despite everything they granted me the mortgage

MARÍA: We went to a lot of effort to find a mortgage. And to get the one that we have, we had to pay a high price. I mean high interest. Because we asked for 110%, in other words, the value of the house plus the associated expenses.

JORDAN: In going through the entire list of requirements and conditions that we had to meet in order to get a mortgage, evidently nobody warns you of the risks that might be incurred. Nobody mentions what happens if you're suddenly unemployed, or if one of you is on sick leave, nothing like that, obviously. 

VERGÉS: It’s the salesmen and not the risk assessment specialists that are in charge at the bank. And so the risk assessment specialists have to keep their mouths shut, or troubleshoot problems that may arise. Because all that the bank was interested in, at least up till now, was lending money.

BERNARDOS: Since the margins have shrunk in order to earn more I’ve got to increase the number of loans I make. And who do I grant loans to? Any Tom, Dick and Harry. How much? Have as much as you want. What about me? I earn huge profits. I’m a fantastic executive. And, when one or two of them can’t pay… Oh well, as and when that happens, I’ll have moved on.

PARDOS: Here it’s become the norm to lend the maximum possible amount to each couple or individual. If you are stretched to the very limit of what you can pay monthly, any other unexpected circumstance will shatter the equilibrium, and your life is in ruin even though you live in a dream home. 

JOFRE: I wonder if Pedro’s case is any different from Jordan’s. Good afternoon, Pedro.

PEDRO: Good afternoon. Well, in my case they didn’t make it hard for me. They said, “Do you want the flat?” They even provided the surveyor. I handed over the documentation and told myself, they’re not going to give me this mortgage because I didn’t have a proper work contract, all I had was a part time student’s contract. And despite everything they granted me the mortgage. And without putting down a cent.

SEIJÓ: The question is not what solution should be offered to overindebted. Rather, it is – how can it be permissible to allow someone who only earns €1,000 a month to take on this kind of debt?

PARDOS: The valuation system has been abused, figures have been falsified, to suit financial institutions’ interests, and consumers seem to think this is beneficial for them.

PEDRO: Initially they make it easy for you, right? They tell you, we’ll lend you 100%. And you say, OK, 100%. How does it work this 100%? In my case, they lent me 80% as a mortgage loan, and the other 20% as a personal loan. One interest rate for the one, and a different rate for the other.

MONTALVO: It is never prudent to offer loans to families for more than 45 or 50% of the family income. And neither is giving a loan for more than 100% of the value of the house.

MARÍA: My sister got a 15-year mortgage on the first home she bought. And according to her, the interest was really high, but she’s paid it off now. In 15 years. Of course, she didn’t pay all that much for it. Considering how prices have gone up, it cost her very, very little. But now she’s paid it off, and meanwhile I’m stuck with a 30-year mortgage on this house, which is cost me an arm and a leg.

PARDOS: It was easier for our generation to pay off our mortgages over 8 or 10 years, 15 maximum, with interest rates of 18 to 20% than it will be for this generation or their children in the future.

TRILLA: If a loan is for 20 years, and you take out the same loan over 40 years, it means that you could lower the repayments by 50% every month. But if instead of half you pay the same amount monthly, you actually end up paying double the price of the house. The house costs you twice as much.

LOPEZ: When someone decides to buy a house and gets into too much debt, and ties up 40-45% of their income for the next 40 years, in this country that is an almost irreversible decision. 

MAN IN THE PARK: But I know Spanish women who are 30, 35 years old, who move into a flat and it’s their parents who are paying the mortgage. The parents are paying.

STORYBOARD 3: The real estate myth

BERNARDOS: Between 1998 and 2006, house prices in Spain rose approximately 180%. But this telling fact doesn't say it all. What it fails to mention is that property prices in the main cities of Spain – Barcelona and Madrid – were more expensive than in Paris, Berlin, Munich, Berne, Geneva or Rome. Do we have that kind of purchasing power, and are we so rich that we can really afford those prices? Does it make sense that Denia, Javea, or Cambrils had higher price tags than San Remo, Cannes, and other legendary locations on the Mediterranean coast? Are these places so marvellous and wonderful, so incomparable to any other in the world, as to deserve those prices? I think not. It’s got really out of hand. And unfortunately, in the future we’ll pay dearly for our excesses in the real estate market. 

SOLANAS: In Italy, for example, there was a time - and I don’t know if it’s still in effect – when they had a law limiting the maximum term of mortgages to 15 years. Of course, if people could only get 15-year mortgages, house prices couldn't go up much. Here, they’ve had to extend the term because otherwise there would be very few who could afford to buy a house and pay it off in 15 years. There are no similar limits in Spain. There has been absolutely no regulation to control this. For instance, there could have been a law, one that set limits so that you could only borrow up to 70% of the value of the property. That would have prevented a lot of these mortgages from being granted, and consequently would have also put the brakes on price rises.

GOSTA: It is also time to consider some kind of sustainable long term policy for housing. Spain has needed this for some time. At least since I’ve been here, I’ve never heard any serious and systematic debate over any housing policy here.

PEDRO: I would have preferred if the bank or real estate agency had said, “Know what? With these conditions, in three years you won’t be able to pay this mortgage. And when interest rates go up a point, your mortgage will go up €200.” 

SALAZAR: We trusted that when the financial institutions granted loans, they did it, one hopes – as the Bank of Spain surely hopes – they did it with adequate guarantees in place.

BERNARDOS: The banking industry believed that the loans they were granting were going to be repaid, because they had an excellent guarantee. That excellent guarantee was the property. Because it wasn’t just the man on your street who believed that house prices would just keep rising. So did the bank executives. And this has been the problem – almost every single Spanish citizen believed in the real estate myth.

TRILLA: If the government had persuaded the banks to lend more cautiously, it would be different; but as it is, now we are powerless to do anything. We’re in a totally free market. The financial sector is completely unrestricted. 

SCENE 4: Feast today, famine tomorrow

CASELLES: Looking at the deeds, I can see clearly what’s happened here. This is typical of a company operating on the borderline of the financial system.

XXX: In other words, they are just a business, end of story. They give out quick money and make good profit because of the risk that goes along with it.

CASELLES: And if you don’t qualify for a standard bank loan, you have to approach the companies in this sector, which isn't regulated, and there are unscrupulous people who operate in this sector.

XXX: Obviously, if you don’t pay them back, they have to fight for their money. They have to evict you, and God knows what else. It takes time.

JOSEP: They’ll certainly fight.
XXX: Well, they never… OK, never mind, I don’t know what they’re going to do, I couldn’t say.

CASELLES: The minute they try to repossess it, the best defense is to argue the validity of the contract in every way possible. We’ll see if it is best to go with civil or criminal, and depending on which, we’ll see if a good case can be made and we'll look for solutions. You’re not the first victim of this sort of situation.

MARíA: And we certainly have been victims of the situation! We came to ask that...

JOSEP: That they give us a hand.

MARÍA: A hand.

JOSEP: They gave us a hand, but the hand is around the neck. 

PARDOS: These shady lending businesses have sprung up like toadstools in autumn; it is estimated that there have been more than 10,000 refinance middlemen that have done the bank’s dirty work -setting higher interest rates and worse conditions for new loans and refinancing- and people who have resorted to private capital, who’ve been taken advantage of, often they’ve suffered criminal offences. Debt consolidation, it’s no more than: "Feast today, famine tomorrow."

ANGUERA: What’s the issue? The problem lies in borrowing in this way without being aware of the possible outcome, and that's exactly how you end up paying over a much longer time, and so you actually save nothing. You get a reduction of the monthly payment and a deferment of the amount due, but you end up paying a lot more. 

SOLANAS: We need strict and rigorous control of these types of businesses. And it’s just not happening.

RAFAEL: If you have to pay for something and can’t, say you have to put an ill parent in care and can’t afford to – what option do you have to be able to pay for it? Well, you have to go into debt. That’s the only solution. In the care home where my father was, they did not say, “Bring your father here, if you can’t pay, we’ll look after him for free. We’ll feed him, we’ll care for him, for free.” No way. You’ve got to pay. And you’re not paying just €500 or €300. At the very least we’re talking €1,200 or €1,300 a month. And that’s if you’re lucky.

RAFAEL: It's already been almost a year since he died. On the 22nd it’ll be a year. 

SRA: A year already. 

RAFAEL: And I said, hey I’m going to go see Manoli and Co. And here I am.

SRA: We’d always find room for you here you know. 

RAFAEL: Thank you very much.

SRA: You’d better start saving though. 

RAFAEL: It won’t be any time soon I hope.
SRA Y: Fair enough.

RAFAEL: Let me live a little more.

SRA: Ok, a little more. Live it up a bit now after all you had to go through with your father.
RAFAEL: And this is my parents’ wedding.

MANOLI: It’s amazing how everyone of that generation had the same type of weddings, the same photos.

RAFAEL: That generation did everything for their children.

MANOLI: Right, just like in the movies.

RAFAEL: Well, keep in mind that my father never took a break. He died before ever going on holiday. 

MANOLI: Without knowing what it was like, uh?
RAFAEL: Yeah, he had no idea.
RAFAEL: Take someone who lives alone, with a small pension, like my father who got €740. He’s on his own with his pension and years pass, he gets old and the time comes to leave this world.

MANOLI: Money is a necessity. It’s all about money. If you don’t have it…

RAFAEL: And for those that don’t, what?

MANOLI: Exactly. The absolute minimum. There you have it.

RAFAEL: Tell me about it. 

MANOLI: Yes, it’s true.

RAFAEL: That’s exactly why I had to take on debt. I needed something to live on, something for my son, then there was the mortgage, and grandpa’s expenses. 

RAFAEL: With all of that, I asked for an additional loan, separate from the mortgage. I went into overdrive. In all, I got myself saddled with 11 loans. 

EMILIO: Good God.

RAFAEL: And how in the world could those banks and lenders have given me all that? No idea. But they did. 

JORDÁN: I’m having problems right now because I’m out of work. I worked for a number of years, but the work situation is not at its best right now. And instead of my company making me permanent, they laid me off. 

MARÍA: Well, he’s doing odd jobs, not just twiddling his thumbs. But it’s that feeling of insecurity, not knowing exactly how you’re going to be able to keep going. 

RAMONET: When we split up and we had to put the flat on the market, my wife sent the girls to live with their grandparents. Her thinking was that if we sold the flat we would end up...

MAN: On the street, pretty much.

RAMONET: Right, we’d be homeless. My oldest daughter realized there was something up. She told me, “Dad, what am I supposed to do here in Cáceres? I come here in the holidays.” And she said, “Dad, a little while is OK, but it will be so long before I see you both again.”

JOLONCH: We do the balancing act more and more. Balancing, juggling, we’re on the tightrope. Some lose their balance, they fall, because of divorce, because they lose their job, because the mortgage has increased and they can’t quite make the payment. When there’s a net, like in the circus, a net that catches you, the fall isn’t so bad. And what is this net? Friends, family, a neighbour, whatever. But some people don’t have that net.

STORYBOARD 5: The Culture of Property Ownership

RAMONET: I have to go and talk to the mortgage broker again.

JORDI: So you’ll have to talk to both, the bank…

RAMONET: and the mortgage broker, both.

JORDI: And then while the mortgage broker has been paying for six months, the bank hasn’t said anything. And just what were you hoping they’d tell you?

RAMONET: The mortgage broker? Well, that they would look for a way out; that they would look for a buyer, as we agreed six months ago. But I know there are people who have waited a year and still haven’t sold their property. 

JORDI: With the same mortgage broker.

RAMONET: And some have waited eight months. With the same broker or elsewhere. But the thing is there are people who have gone a whole year and they still have the for-sale sign up. Times are hard. 

JORDI: Renting has always had bad press. In other words, pay €800 a month in rent, and what have you got to show for it? If you buy, you still pay €800 but you own a home. That’s how it’s been perceived in Spain, 90% of us are property owners.
JOSEP: We have always rented, and I’ve never found myself in a situation like this. 

TRILLA: Everybody wants to be a home owner, but there’s a huge obsession on the part of the lower-income population to do all they can to help their children get a home. The idea being that the property won’t fail you when you get old.

MONTALVO: The culture of property ownership is an indirect result of all the subsidies and perks that the public sector has been putting into the housing sector over the last 40 years. 

BERNARDOS: I’m going to go from renting to owning and I’ll stop being a loser, because historically only losers in Spain live in rented property. I’m such a high flyer, I show my family round. Everybody says: Oh, what a beautiful home! Wow, really, your son is such a success. The whole family looks up to you and you glow with pride. The problem comes when interest rates soar and you realise that it’s no longer a breeze to pay the mortgage. And you curse the day that you bought the property and you’re in a fix. And you say: Oh, if only I were renting!

STORYBOARD 6: I want a flashy car, too

JORDI: But shouldn’t you have looked into this more at the beginning? 

RAMONET: The thing is, we do these things in such a hurry, Jordi, that sometimes there isn’t… You say: OK, I’ll take it. I did that and look where it’s got me. 
JORDI: They do it without thinking. They take the money, spend it, and then look for a way to fix their situation, even though they end up paying twice as much. It’s all the same to them. Me, if I don’t have the money, I don’t buy. If I have the cash, I buy. If not, I don’t. I’ve never paid in installments. Why? Because I don’t want to be stuck with it for 25 years, I don't know what I'll be doing in 25 years. Maybe next year I’ll be out of a job and have to leave, see what I mean? Not them. They want it, they buy it. End of story. 

ROJAS: These kids brought up on easy street, they have no patience. When they want a motorbike, they want it, and now! Not within a year or so, they want it now. They are not told: Well, if you do such-and-such, then you’ll get the motorbike - like it used to be. We’re talking here about giving incentives: if you study, you will get this, if you make good grades, you'll get something else. Hardly anybody does that anymore. And so, people are used to getting what they want on a whim. If it’s that simple, obviously people will be easy prey for the financial system when they apply for a loan.

GARCÉS: And what about educating kids and young people on how to be responsible consumers? Parents don’t address the issue with their children. Nor is it taken seriously in the schools, where there are hardly any talks or workshops about responsible consumerism. Neither is it taken seriously by the government, which pays scant attention to the problem. They can’t focus on the root of the issue because they are firefighting problems further down the line. What they should really be doing is providing guidelines to children and young people at school. It’s something that is elementary to their education as citizens; learning to live in a consumer society, learning to balance household spending, learning how to handle different credit products – that’s responsible consumerism. 

JORDI: They’ve never sat down with pencil and paper before asking for a loan, just to see: If I skip one monthly payment, I'll have to pay such-and-such. If I go six months, this much more - you see what I’m saying? They just don’t think.

TORRENT: My mother used to keep a journal, and she noted down everything. And she was constantly checking that income matched up with expenses. And I believe in that sort of thing. Because you’ve got to take some kind of control. 
GARCÉS: In past generations, like in our grandparents’ generation, they were well aware of the paramount importance of wise money management, including control of the family’s spending. It was all about austerity, saving, hard work and controlling costs with a firm hand. They would bend over backwards to avoid going into debt.

CHILD: Three elephants swinging on a spider’s web, when they saw it could hold more they called another elephant. Three elephants swinging on a spider’s web…

MARÍA: I get by on what I have. I have an old car, ancient, inherited from my father. And I must be about the only person with an old car because when I’m on the road I’m amazed by other people’s cars. Flashy cars worth €30,000. And they’re people like me, with more or less the same salary. How do they do it? And they live in mansions. But they’re up to their necks. In really deep. Up to their necks with credit cards, mortgages, loans. It’s all pretty much for show. I could do that too. I could say: I want a flashy car, too. Then I remortgage or take out another €20,000 loan for a car. Well, no: I’m strict. I’m not buying a TV, our computer is really old. It gets used until it has to be thrown away. I set limits. Not many people do that nowadays.

SALCEDO: I remember a joke by a cartoonist, “El Roto” that illustrates this situation perfectly. It went like this: Before, we didn’t have anything, now we have cars, 2nd homes and a €600,000 loan.

BERNARDOS: And the other day I found myself listening to a conversation between a couple of secretaries, who were saying, “When you travel, you have to do things properly. I’m going on holiday to Dubai, and staying at the best hotel in the world.” Frankly, I was more than somewhat perplexed and I realized that I must be getting old. Because my family and I - and surely we’re making a little bit more than those young ladies - we go to a more modest hotel because it's all I can afford. Now we’re facing a situation that’s going to do a lot of harm to the economy and to families, because people have been thinking that debt is infinite and that there will never come a time when they have to pay it off because you can always refinance it. And it’s an indisputable financial and economic fact that: If for a while I live beyond my means, I’ll have to pay for it later by living frugally.

ÓSCAR: Good afternoon.

RAFAEL: Good afternoon. Thanks for coming.

ÓSCAR: No, no. Thank you. What are Dracula and the witch doing here? 

RAFAEL: A friend who visited Germany brought me this.

DRACULA MUSIC

STORYBOARD 7: Buy, buy, buy, pay later

ÓSCAR: This is quite a track record you have 

RAFAEL: I know.

ÓSCAR: You owe €2,900 to City. Another €2,900 to Mediatis. To Cofidis, let’s see, €5,900. Not bad, uh?

RAFAEL: I’ve already lost count. What has happened is that even though I’ve stopped applying, I still keep getting sent credit cards.
PARDOS: Thousands of national and multinational businesses have sprung up, and even the traditional banks have jumped on the bandwagon, offering fast loans, easy credit, quick credit, credit cards, all readily available to the consumer but with unclear terms and conditions. The interest rates on these easy credits were a lot higher than those of a personal or a consumer loan, which have built-in clauses to protect them. Consumers lacked protection. This type of credit arrangement should be considered usury because of its consequences.

SALCEDO: And the fact is that some credit companies have seen an opportunity and they’ve profited by doing business with people on a very low income.

RAFAEL: What do they ask of you? Nothing, really: a photocopy of your ID, a copy of your pay slip, and income tax statement. And that’s it.

ÓSCAR: When you applied did anybody warn you: Be careful, Rafael, if you keep on like this for a year or so, you could be in deep trouble because the debt could become unmanageable?

RAFAEL: Nobody, nobody. I’ve got myself into all this. I didn’t have a financial advisor, no bank, no hotline to The Almighty. I have been doing it all by myself, watching TV: Call Mr so-and-so, here’s the number, and they will give you €6,000, €3,000. And apart from that, I’ve been sent letters and credit cards, I have no idea how they got my address. “You have credit approval for €6,000”. Nobody’s forcing you, but, as I’m utterly penniless, I said yes.

GARCÉS: To go into debt is to impoverish your future. And it’s something that is very serious for any individual. And of course, the advertisements continually encourage consumers to impoverish their future, whatever the product, and those bank letters keep arriving in the post saying: “We’re offering you €6,000. Spend it any way you like. Take it now and then decide what you want to buy” – which is an absolute outrage. I also find it outrageous that these ads feature people looking delighted because they’ve gone into debt.

RAFAEL: Buy, buy, buy, and pay later, pay later, pay later. It’s all about consumer credit. Come on: Don’t worry, take this, it’s yours for €30 a month.

RAFAEL: And who doesn’t like living comfortably? They hand it to you on a platter, know what I mean? And that is where I went wrong, - saying yes.

SOLANAS: Since there’s no credit regulation, you can apply for a loan in one place, and when you’ve spent that, you can ask for another loan in elsewhere to cover the first one plus a little extra to have something to spend. When the time comes, you request another, even bigger loan somewhere else, to pay off the second one, etc., etc. There’s nothing to stop you! So, starting with small amounts of, say, €1,000, you can get to the point of finding yourself in a hole that’s €70,000 deep. And worst of all there is no way out for these people because the interest rates for these types of quick loan, credit cards, etc., are so high that if you don’t pull out straightaway, the debt just keeps snowballing and it’s very complicated to get out.

ÓSCAR: Think about it. At this point, there is little you can do to fix the situation, you already know that. There is no magic wand. At a personal level, you only have one option - increase your income and reduce your spending.

RAFAEL: People say, “You should’ve got a move on and made more money.” I ask: How? My whole credit nightmare started when I was 50, so how am I going to earn more money? I only got as far as high school. I’m no financier, no hotshot lawyer, my family isn’t rich or any of that nonsense. 

RAFAEL: Why do governments allow these shifty credit companies, when they’re such a swindle? How is it possible that a government lets these set ups operate? Because It’s not just me, I’m not the only one that’s been taken in.

EMILIO: Yes, but Rafael, we’re also partly to blame. All of us. Because when people go out shopping, they don’t even take a glance at the label on the shirt, the trousers. Shoppers don’t know their rights.
PARDOS: The general mentality is that, “They’ve offered me credit.” That this credit is a benefit. “They gave it to me,” consumers happily tell their friends and family. What they don’t realize is that they're actually being sold another product - like washing machines, clothes, food. But they don’t understand, they’re unable to make comparisons, and they have a reverential attitude towards the bank, towards the public notaries. They’re unaware that they’re entitled to certain rights.

TORRENT: I think it would be good to run a campaign that says: Hey, are you stupid or what? Maybe then people would wake up. But meanwhile we moan about the bad practice of the companies but as long as everything is going in their favor, they’ll keep trying to get away with it. 

ANGUERA: The government isn’t going to change today’s society. We have to change. And so all of us as consumers, through thousands of purchasing decisions we make on a daily basis, we can change the situation. By moderating our behaviour, we can determine what businesses offer us and on what terms.

STORYBOARD 8: Dispossessed in perpetuity

MARTÍ: There are European countries, France perhaps, where someone in a similar situation with 11 loans from 11 different credit companies, with interest rates at 21%, on a salary similar to yours, having to pay similar rent and day-to-day expenses, ie in an unsustainable situation, one where every day the debt keeps snowballing…There are countries where there would be an authorised debt advisor who could meet with your creditors and tell them, “We’re going to draw up a feasibility plan and a pay plan for this individual. First we’re going to make sure that he can cover his basic costs, and then you’ll get your money.” This exists in other countries, but not in Spain. 

PICH: Rafael’s problem is that our Bankruptcy Act doesn’t provide a solution. He would be dispossessed in perpetuity. Furthermore, in 10 years that same €70,000 will have turned into €200,000. That’s the problem with the interest rates he accepted or the rates that the loan company made him agree to.

SEIJÓ: The Bankruptcy Act is not meant to resolve a social problem and so it is hard to find all-round solutions that enable people to avoid problems of social exclusion. The Bankruptcy Act is meant to protect the creditors, not the borrowers.

JOFRE: You were telling me, Pedro, that you don’t have the option of declaring bankruptcy even if you showed proof of insolvency. Although you might only be temporarily insolvent.
PEDRO: From my point of view, we really need a law that enables you to demonstrate that you are insolvent, like businesses do when they declare bankruptcy, this would enable an individual to say, “Look, I really and truly can’t pay.” And if the person could prove in court that he really cannot pay, he should be allowed to live with dignity.

SOLANAS: In Europe, many countries have laws that deal with overindebtedness. So we don’t even have to come up with new ideas. We can observe their regulations and see how effective their indebtedness laws have been in countries such as Belgium, France, etc.

PICH: I don’t think that more regulation will resolve the problem. I think that the problem is a responsibility issue for both the borrowers and the lenders.

SALAZAR: If we want the banks to set limits for granting loans, we should look to the Bank of Spain. We don’t need a different law.

PARDOS: The banking lobby will always oppose an indebtedness law, because of the preventative measures it would introduce – a law to regulate finance and advertising – and because it might allow consumers to suspend payments that are hanging over their heads. The possibility that any bad loans could end up being completely or partially annulled by a judge would considerably increase the pressure on financial institutions to behave responsibly.
SEIJÓ: It is vital for a complex democratic country that is both economically and socially sophisticated to offer its citizens the means to deal with these insolvency issues. Both social and judicial means. 

STORYBOARD 9: The Mother-in-Law Bank

JOFRE: You were also saying how important your family is to you, and that they had helped you a lot.

PEDRO: Statistics show that people can keep up with their mortgage repayments, but let’s not forget the money that families have put aside in order to help their children. And of course, everybody says, “But you're making your mortgage payments, aren’t you?” Yes, I’m making payments. The deal is that I’m relying on The Mother-in-Law Bank, she doesn’t charge any interest.

MARÍA: God bless our mothers. I haven’t asked much from my mother, but there are people who only get by thanks to their parents. And the thing is, often it’s not as if the family really has a choice, they feel obliged to help. I have certain friends whose parents are way too involved their children’s lives, in their problems.

JOLONCH: With the family unit under stress and the changes that are going on, often a family just cannot offer that sort of support. And something that was a private or an individual problem develops into a social problem.

GOSTA: In Sweden, in Denmark, in Scandinavian countries, people expect the welfare state to provide economic security for their families, especially those with young children. And that is why the policy of economic support to families is considered sacrosanct. 

JOFRE: You were saying that nursery childcare is a complicated issue for you too, right?

JORDÁN: It’s ironic, because for the bank to grant you a mortgage, even though you are both working and both paying the mortgage, you’re still not sufficiently solvent. So, after taking out a mortgage, when half of the family income goes into paying it and you’ve hardly enough left to pay everyday expenses, you find that you’re making just a little bit too much money to qualify for a state nursery place. And so your child is not eligible for free childcare. 

JOLONCH: We need adequate family policies. And we need nurseries for children 0 – 3 years old offering free places, and then we'll be on a par with other countries.

LÓPEZ: And when it comes to public policy, the lower-income families – those with a higher burden of debt – they should be our priority.

JORDI: The mortgage broker, they were paying every month, right?

RAMONET: Yes. They were paying every month, but now they’ve gone two or three months without making a payment. They can’t do that, because if they don’t pay eventually the bank will send me an eviction notice.

STORYBOARD 10: The cost to the family

MARÍA: The situation is getting more and more uncomfortable, but we’re keeping our heads above water, we could be saying: Gee, I have to go to the supermarket and we have no money. I haven’t got to that point yet. And I really don’t think we’re headed there.

JOSEP: May 7 is when the contract I signed expires. And we can lose it, of course we could lose it, but we’re going to fight tooth and nail to keep it. We simply cannot lose it. It simply can’t be that after we worked so hard to get this flat and all that we went through, some smartass just comes along and takes it away from us.

JOFRE: What’s your view on this issue, Jordán? How has the fact that you’re over your head in debt affected your family?

JORDÁN: Very much so. It creates friction between the couple, negative friction. You have to control the emotional stress, otherwise it would cause serious problems. If my wife and I were to separate, that would naturally make things worse. I’d find myself paying the mortgage and not being able to live in my home.

JOSEP: The tension is so great that sometimes…

MARÍA: We’ve thought about going our separate ways

JOSEP: We’ve even said once this is all over we’ll split up. That’s always in the back of your mind.

MARÍA: That’s what it’s come to.

STORYBOARD 11: Kids in front of the TV

RAMONET (on the phone): Hi, sweetie! You’ll see when you get to Daddy’s new house. You’ll see, it’ll feel just like home. And at Mummy’s house too, but you can decide which house you like best. Mummy is laughing because she’s seen mine, and I haven’t seen hers yet, but you can decide which you prefer. OK? 

EVA: Mine is nicer.

RAMONET: What?

EVA: Mine is nicer than yours. 

Child’s voice on phone: Mummy, I can hear you.

RAMONET: No, no, I’m laughing because Mummy doesn't want to show me her house. But I’ll see it. One of these days I’ll go to see Mummy’s house. And I'm looking forward to checking out where Mummy lives.

JORDÁN: What’s the song called?

CHILD: Let Them Dance.
JORDÁN: That’s it, Let Them Dance.

The Three Elephants Music Plays

JORDÁN: It really affected me one day when my wife and I were arguing about money problems, the house, the mortgage and the rest, and our little boy of just over two years old was listening to us. When we stopped arguing, I went to his bedroom, and saw that he had been frantically tearing a book to pieces.

GOSTA: We know that family poverty has a strong and direct effect on children’s wellbeing.

JOLONCH: And what happens with kids a lot of the time is that they are neglected. There are kids whose parents work long hours or they both work, so the kids spend many hours alone in front of the TV, they go to and from school alone, they’re home much earlier than their parents.
LITTLE GIRL’S VOICE ON THE PHONE: When are you coming?

RAMONET: Me? I’ll be there very soon, sweetie. And we’ll come here and we’ll have a big party. You’ll see. Come on, lots of kisses. See you soon, Denise. I love you lots. Bye bye, sweetie. 

STORYBOARD 12: I don’t know what will become of me

JOFRE: Thanks, Pedro, thanks, Jordán. We hope we’ve shown listeners some of the pitfalls that too much debt can get you into. And that’s it. Thanks for your time, we’ll see you next week. Goodbye.

ENRICO: Hi.

JORGE: Hi.

ENRICCO: Jorge?

JORGE: Yes.

ENRICO: Sílvia?

JORGE: Yes.

ENRICO: Pleased to meet you.

ENRICO: Let me show you the kitchen. Lots of light, it’s huge. And through here there’s a small terrace. And here, the main terrace. 

JOSEP: Finally we’ve got these people to agree not to throw us out into the street, we’re trying to sell the house. Sure it’s a bad time to sell, but I’ve no option.

ENRICO: The gas key, the electrics. And the roof is insulated with Styrofoam, insulated acoustically and thermally. It’s made…

SILVIA: Well made.

ENRICO: Yes, very well made. 

JORGE: You can eat outside in the summer.

ENRICO: Right, set up the barbecue.

JOSEP: And there are thousands of people just like me. I know that there are thousands who can’t pay their mortgage. The quick solution is to sell it. 

MARÍA: As much as I’d like to stay in the house, I’d be paying for it for 30 years and then if something happened to me, God forbid, I don’t want to burden my children with a mortgage. 

ENRICO: OK, we can keep on talking in my office. And that way we can discuss a few ideas.

ENRICO: José.

JOSEP: Yes?

ENRICO: We’re leaving now.

JOSEP: OK. Perfect. 

ENRICO: Thanks a lot.

JOSEP: OK. Have a good day.

ENRICO: Thanks.

JOSEP: Bye. Good afternoon.

MARíA: Goodbye.

JOSEP: Did I make a mistake? Yeah, but we’re going to fix it. So we’re going to lose the house? So be it, but we’ll be gaining quality of life. Which I don’t have right now. Now I work only to pay, and to eat. I’d prefer to eat a little more and pay less.

SOLANAS: Overindebtedness and social exclusion the two seem to go hand in hand. 

ESTER: Social exclusion is a far broader issue than people living on the street, don’t you think? I believe that it is the precarious nature of many people’s lives and how they struggle from day to day. 

SOLANAS: If they are going to repossess your house, if they’re going to take it away from you and put it up for auction to sell it, and nobody can give you a hand, or nobody wants to, you’re excluded, you're out. 

ESTER: I think that many of those who are socially excluded have been over their heads in debt at some point in their lives.

JORDI: If you don’t find a buyer for your flat, what’s the worst-case scenario? What if the bank suddenly tells you that they’re going to put your house up for auction?

RAMONET: Say the flat goes for €100,000. The remaining debt, which could be €80,000 or €100,000, is split between me and my wife.

JORDI: And who decides how much you’ll end up owing? The bank?

RAMONET: The bank. The bank has already told me.

TRILLA: When someone loses their home because they can’t pay, it becomes a social problem, a problem for the bank and a problem regarding what to do with the property. 

PARDOS: All calculations indicate that by mid 2008, at least 165,000 families are in the process of having their home repossessed. In the next six months to a year, that number could double or triple, which supposes that 200,000 or 300,000 families could end up losing their home and still be in debt.

RAFAEL: I haven’t had time to think things through. And I’ve been getting by, although there are some things I don’t understand.

ÓSCAR: Because I imagine that in hindsight, you would’ve done things differently, seeing where you can end up.

RAFAEL: Maybe so, yes. Over the last few years I’ve been just about surviving. But, of course, this is really bothering me, it's eating me up, because... Ah well, I don't know how the story will end. I suppose that there will be a judge who says: Well, this is it. This is as far as you go. And then my life, I don’t know what will become of me – maybe I’ll be a homeless bum… One thing I know for sure is that I’m not planning on suicide. Because I love life. Life is short and what I have left is so precious.

MARÍA: I’ve gone through tough times, and to be honest things go through my head, sometimes I think... You have… 

MARíA: You have a young daughter, and if it wasn’t for her, you might have done something... Things have turned out very badly. And now, the truth is I can breathe because… I wouldn’t wish it on anybody. On nobody, not a soul. What’s happened to me, I wouldn’t wish on anybody at all. 

RAMONET: Yes, of course. If they force me I’ll have to pay, up to here… 

JORDI: You’ll look for a solution right away.

RAMONET: I’ll find a solution. And if not, I guess I’ll end up inside. In prison. On permanent holiday with all expenses paid. To live it up.

JORDI: You’ll get by.

RAMONET: I’ll get by. I don’t know, it doesn’t worry me much. Well, sort of, but I worry more about my daughters. And the separation. All of that worries me more than the mortgage. The money issue can be resolved. Aside from death, everything can be... 

Music playing: “And you’ll be sad forever. With or without money I’ll always do whatever I want, and my word is the law…”

GARCÉS (OFF): Whichever way you look at it our current socio-economic model is unsustainable mid-term. I get this feeling that we are like passengers on the Titanic, that even as the ship is slowly sinking, we all are dancing while the orchestra plays on.

GARCÉS (OFF): Strangely enough, we are one of the most prosperous and most miserable societies in the history of mankind. Why? Because we base happiness on having and not on being. Human happiness should be based on personal fulfilment. But nobody achieves personal fulfilment by being in a downward spiral of buying, a spiral of spending.

SALCEDO (OFF): There’s been a shift from being to having, and from having to owing. 

STORYBOARD: During the making of this documentary we invited 15 banks to give their point of view on household debt. They all declined to take part.

STORYBOARD: At this point, there is no way to calculate how many hundreds of thousands of indebted families will find themselves in a precarious situation in the near future. As a civil society we face the challenge of providing an answer to one of the most critical situations in our recent history.


