
In cities, ‘fairer’ 
type of home 
sharing emerges

The residents of Eixample, an elegant,
tree-lined district in central Barcelona,
are getting used to a new sound: The rat-

tle of suitcases being dragged along paving
stones. Until a few years ago, this neighborhood
- named after the Catalan word for ‘extension’
because it was built in the 19th century as the
Spanish city outgrew its medieval borders - was
not a popular part of the city for tourists to stay
in. Today, about one third of the properties sur-
rounding University Square, on the border of
the district, are rented out on the home-sharing
platform Airbnb Inc, according to DataHippo, a
Spanish aggregator of rental data.

Each year, about 30 million tourists visit
Barcelona, a city with a population of 1.6 million,
according to official statistics. Eixample’s resi-
dents, like those in many other parts of
Barcelona, are not happy. They say tourism is
leading to overcrowding, destroying the city’s
character and pushing rents so high that many
locals can no longer afford to live there. Carmen
Rios, who works in healthcare technology, has
lived in Barcelona for nearly 20 years and
moved out of the city centre a few years ago to
get away from the crowds of tourists. “I don’t
enjoy the city centre anymore and wouldn’t live
there ever again ... (the authorities) have not
made it pleasant for Barcelona’s residents,” she
lamented.

Now a new sustainable home-sharing plat-
form wants to make tourism an asset to neigh-
borhoods where residents feel they are being
squeezed out to make space for visitors.
Fairbnb, which is due to launch this summer in
five European cities, promises to give 50 per-
cent of its revenues to support local community
projects and help “counter the negative effects
of tourism”, according to its website. When
guests reserve accommodation through the
home-sharing platform, they can choose which
of the projects registered with the site they
want to support, said Jonathan Reyes, Fairbnb’s
co-founder for Barcelona and Valencia.

Those projects could be anything from social
housing for residents to community gardens, he
told the Thomson Reuters Foundation by phone.
The company will also apply a “One Host, One
Home” rule, limiting each host to one listing in an
effort to restrict the number of holiday rentals in
each city, so that locals have more chance to find
affordable homes to live in. “We really want to
give the sovereignty of tourism back to local
communities,” Reyes said. He explained his com-
pany’s philosophy is that tourism in itself is not
bad, but it needs to be better managed. “We
cannot just try to stop or to destroy this tourism
model,” he stressed. “To change things, we need
to build a real alternative.”

‘Not created for tourism’
Spain’s second-largest city is one of more

than 100 places around the world identified as
being in a state of overtourism by a report for
the European Parliament published last year.
The problem is especially stark in cities like
Copenhagen and Lucerne, where many visitors
are concentrated in a relatively small geographi-

cal area, the report said. “As residents make use
of the same area, this creates the potential for
overcrowding, congestion, tensions, and other
issues associated with overtourism,” it said.

Macia Blazquez, a geography professor at
the University of the Balearic Islands, said cer-
tain cities simply were not designed for receiv-
ing large numbers of visitors. “Barcelona is a
city that wasn’t created for tourism, unlike
tourist towns that have just one purpose,”
Blazquez said, pointing to the English seaside
resort of Blackpool as an example. “In multi-
functional cities where people actually live,
there are more conflicts,” he said.

They go from being cities visited by tourists
to “touristy cities”, he said, which puts pressure
on house prices and causes rents to rise for res-
idents. Average rental prices in Barcelona have
risen by 30 percent in the last five years,
according to City Hall statistics. In Spain, low-
income immigrants from Sub-Saharan Africa,
Latin America and North Africa are particularly
affected, with many only able to afford the rent
by co-habiting with several other people in
small apartments, Blazquez added.

Strengthening communities
Since it was founded as a cooperative in

2016, Fairbnb has grown to include nine co-
members from different European cities - such
as Barcelona, Madrid, Amsterdam, Bologna, and
Venice - who felt frustrated by tourist over-
crowding. A spokeswoman for Barcelona City
Hall said the local government “welcomed” the
emergence of the company and its focus on
community development. “It is desirable for all
platforms to have this predisposition and sense
of responsibility,” she said in emailed comments.

Airbnb, which also limits the number of
homes each host can list in certain cities, said it,
too, puts community first. The company is “built
on the principles of making communities
stronger, empowering citizens and spreading
tourism benefits beyond hotels and tourist
hotspots to local families and businesses,”
Airbnb spokesman Simon Letouze told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation.

Fairbnb may struggle to compete with the
bigger, more established company backed by
private capital with strong lobbying power, said
Agustin Cocola-Gant, a research fellow in urban
studies at the University of Lisbon. “Some peo-
ple are really aware of the importance of ethical
consumption, but in general what consumers
want is a cheap product - and Airbnb provides
cheap accommodation,” he said.

Help or harm?
Those concerns have not put off the more

than 3,200 people who have already pre-regis-
tered as hosts on the site, including in cities
where Fairbnb has not launched yet, according
to co-founder Reyes. “In some countries we are
overwhelmed because we have received so
many emails from people wanting to be
involved,” he said. But Blazquez, the geography
professor, warned that Fairbnb could end up
aggravating the problem it wants to solve, by
giving tourists yet another reason to visit the
world’s already overcrowded cities. —Reuters

“There’s always a new tourism ‘segment’-
here in the Balearic Islands, for instance, we
have mass tourism, beach tourism ... day trip-
pers, gastronomic tourism, responsible
tourism,” he said. “More and more things are
being introduced.”  —Reuters 
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Venezuelans lose 
patience with
Guaido as 
Maduro hangs on

Four days before Venezuelan opposition leader Juan
Guaido launched a military uprising in a bid to oust
President Nicolas Maduro, he told supporters at a rally

outside the capital, Caracas: “In the next few days, we’ll
decide our destiny.” The 35-year-old, who had risen to
national prominence three months before, finished his
speech with his usual rallying cry to Venezuelans desperate
for the end of 20 years of Socialist rule: “We’re on track!”

Yet after the April 30 insurrection swiftly unraveled, with
troops remaining in their barracks and key government offi-
cials refusing to change sides, many Venezuelans aren’t so
sure. Interviews with more than two dozen people across
Venezuela - as well as fresh polling data - suggest that many
people have grown frustrated by the slow pace of change
amid the hardships of daily life. Several said they were losing
hope that Guaido could dislodge Maduro. “We’re on track
but it’s the wrong track,” said Rafael Narvaez, a taxi driver
in the western coastal city of Punto Fijo.

Narvaez said he had been full of hope on April 30 when
he saw Guaido appear with military officers in a video
posted on Twitter saying it was time to rise up against
Maduro. “I thought that finally the moment had come to
recover our country,” Narvaez, 43, said. “Now I’m disap-
pointed.” Analysts said the most likely outcome now is for
the status quo to continue as Maduro gains confidence that
his crackdown on the opposition will go relatively unpun-
ished and Guaido seeks a new strategy to keep a weary
public energized.

When Guaido, the speaker of the National Assembly,
proclaimed a rival presidency in January in a bold challenge
to Maduro, he injected new hope into Venezuela’s fragment-
ed opposition. With most Western nations saying Maduro’s
reelection last year was rigged, Guaido cited the constitu-
tion to announce an interim presidency until fresh elections
could be held. Washington backed him and imposed tough
new sanctions on Venezuela’s oil industry, with the aim of
forcing Maduro and his allies from power.

Maduro, who took office in 2013 following the death of
his political mentor, Hugo Chavez, has overseen an economic
collapse that has left swaths of the once-wealthy country
without reliable access to power, water, food and medicines.
More than 4 million Venezuelans have emigrated and the
Organization of American States warned this week that fig-
ure could double by the end of next year.

Guaido has gained control of some Venezuelan assets in
the United States, appointed diplomats overseas and
unveiled an economic plan to rebuild Venezuela. But his
promises of amnesty have failed to sway the armed forces,
which remain loyal to Maduro. The opposition’s momentum
has slowed since the April 30 uprising. Attendance at
Guaido’s public rallies has dropped and the opposition has
held no major protests since then. A march called for Friday
will be a litmus test for Guaido’s support.

Maduro, who retains the loyalty of key allies Russia and
China, has branded Guaido a US puppet. With a swift
removal of Maduro not in sight, the opposition says it is
knuckling down for a more protracted campaign and seek-
ing to build a grassroots organization to press for elections
without Maduro. Yon Goicoechea, a member of Guaido’s
policy team, acknowledged there was “fatigue” among
Venezuelans. “We have to fight against demobilization and
despair,” he said. “We Venezuelans have to keep consistent
in our support for Guaido and be patient.”

Eroding support
To maintain momentum, Goicoechea said Guaido had

traveled to 11 of Venezuela’s 23 states and would travel to at
least five more this month to motivate his supporters.
Goicoechea said Guaido was focused on expanding a net-
work of Help and Freedom Committees, a program the
opposition began in April to organize efforts at a local level
- something the ruling Socialist Party has done successfully.

However, attendees say so far the committees have got
little traction. Rafael Mora, a 27-year-old doctor and Guaido
supporter in the northwestern city of Barquisimeto, said too
many Venezuelans wanted immediate change without being
willing to work for it. “We can’t leave all the responsibility
just in the hands of a leader, a messiah,” said Mora, who met
Guaido when he visited in late May. Support for Guaido
remains high but it has dipped slightly from 61.2 percent in
February to 56.7 percent in May, according to a June 10
report from Venezuelan pollster Datanalisis. Just 10.1 per-
cent of Venezuelans approved of Maduro in May, the lowest
level for a president since 1999, according to the survey.

Meanwhile, a survey from pollster DatinCorp showed the
proportion of Venezuelans who recognized Guaido as the
legitimate president had fallen from 49 percent in February
to 36 percent in June. Raul Gallegos, associate director with
consultancy Control Risks, said their base case scenario was
for Maduro to still be in power by the end of the year and
for the opposition to lose steam. It did not appear that
Guaido had a “Plan B” to dislodge Maduro, Gallegos said.
“We can expect Guaido’s popularity to continue to erode
the longer he is not exercising power,” he said. —Reuters

Fighters loyal to the Libyan Government of National Accord (GNA) forces check the ruins of a building near the Yarmouk military compound south of the Libyan capital Tripoli follow-
ing air strikes. ñ AFP 

One in, one out: 
A tale of two 
Brexit MEPs 

When the other new members of the European
Parliament took their seats in Strasbourg yesterday,
Barry Andrews was sitting at home, unable to attend

because of Brexit. Basking in the sun in Dublin, the 52-year-old
Irish politician is on an unwanted holiday as he waits for the seat
he should be representing to become available. He is one of 27
“deep freeze” MEPs elected to seats due to be reallocated from
Britain’s share when it leaves the European Union, but stuck in
limbo as it dithers over its exit terms.

“My current position is frustrating, I won’t deny it,” said
Andrews, a former think tank chief and veteran of the Irish parlia-
ment who represents the centre-right Fianna Fail party which
props up Leo Varadkar’s Fine Gael minority government in
Dublin. “It leaves you in a difficult position. I’m not sure how sus-
tainable it really is in the long run.” Across the Irish Sea, by con-
trast, the 29 MEPs from Britain’s Brexit party are taking up their
seats in the hope they will only serve a few months.

The country’s latest EU departure date is set for Oct 31 - a
date they want to make sure its incoming new Conservative gov-
ernment will stick to no matter what. “I’d like to be out of a job on
October 31 because I think it reflects the success of Brexit,” said

Lucy Harris, a newly elected Brexit party MEP. Of her “deep
freeze” colleagues, she said: “I empathize with them, obviously -
they should have their seats, we should have been out.”

Torn loyalties 
After the 2016 referendum vote to leave the EU, Britain

sketched a divorce plan that would see it sever ties with the bloc on
March 29, 2019. But paralyzed by divisions over how to proceed,
parliament has been unable to pass a withdrawal deal that would
cushion the divorce. Brexit has twice been delayed, forcing Britain
to take part in May’s European Parliament elections. Ironically,
while Andrews is unsettled by the current situation - and out of
pocket - he would prefer not to take up his seat if that meant Brexit
never happened. Ireland is Britain’s closest trading partner and the
two countries share a land border, making it the most exposed of
EU nations to any Brexit turmoil. It is forecast to have 55,000 few-
er citizens in work if Britain leaves the EU with no deal at all. “My
situation is kind of awkward in that perhaps I’m the only person in
Ireland that will benefit from Brexit,” Andrews told AFP.

The Brexit party 
Voter anger in Britain over the political deadlock surrounding

Brexit fuelled a big win for the Brexit Party in the European elec-
tions. The single issue party led by eurosceptic leader Nigel Farage
took 32 percent of the vote. For Harris, that means taking her seat
to argue for her own unemployment - a situation she admitted was
“a bit ironic”. On their first visits to the European parliament, Brexit
party members lit up social media, posting evidence of the sup-
posed excesses of the EU - iPads, chauffeured cars and extrava-

gant expenses. But speaking in London, Harris remains supportive
of Andrews’ desire to join what another Brexit party MEP called
“the corrupt gravy train”. “Obviously he’s very much dedicated to
the EU, and he should be able to express that,” she said. Laughing,
she added: “Anyone who believes that they should have their seat,
back the Brexit party and let’s get out of the EU!”

But for Andrews, the British saboteurs are a sign of a deeper
and perhaps more worrying movement. “In the growth of populist
parties and anti-EU sentiment is linked to a public dissatisfaction.
So we shouldn’t just look at the antics of the Brexit party,” he
explained. “There is a fundamental disconnect between the voters
and what the European Union is achieving.” —AFP 

In battle for Libya oil, water becomes a casualty
While Libya’s oil lies at the heart of three months of

fighting over Tripoli and years of power struggles
before that, water is becoming a far bigger concern

for its people. Interruptions to water supplies are common after
eight years of near-anarchy since Muammar Gaddafi was oust-
ed, but a wider crisis is now coming to a head in a country
made up mainly of arid desert and split between competing
administrations.

In western Libya, finding clean water has become difficult
because both the power grid and water control system have
been damaged in an offensive by forces loyal to eastern-based
Khalifa Haftar on Tripoli, where the UN-backed government is
based. “Drinkable water is a daily issue for my family,” said
Usama Mohamed Dokali, a cashier in a cafe in Tripoli, who
buys bottled water when he can and gets it from a charity
when his money runs out. Other people fill bottles from wells
and hope for the best.

Looting and neglect have made the situation fragile and
armed groups have exploited the unrest. In May, gunmen
pressing officials to release a detained relative forced water
workers to turn off supplies to all of Tripoli for two days. The
United Nations has warned all sides that water should not
become a weapon of war, but the water system is already badly
damaged in western Libya where the capital is located, accord-
ing to unpublished reports by the water authority and the
United Nations Childrens’ Agency.

Even local bottled water in a country which sits on Africa’s
biggest proven oil reserves has become contaminated. If the
damage does not get fixed, there could be a “sudden, unex-
pected, uncontrollable and un-prepared for” shutdown of the
main water pipeline system, the water authority said in a March
presentation to international organizations seen by Reuters.

“The consequences will be catastrophic as there is no viable
alternative water supply system,” it said.

That warning of a possible systematic failure, echoed in a
draft UNICEF report the same month, is the most dramatic sign
of a collapse of state services in what was once one of North
Africa’s richest countries. It would have far-reaching conse-
quences in a country where lawlessness is being exploited
again by Islamist militants, armed groups and people promising
to smuggle African migrants and refugees to Europe. “An esti-
mated 4 million people would be deprived of access to safe
water,” UNICEF Libya spokesman Mostafa Omar said by
email, listing cholera, hepatitis A and diarrhoea, a major child-
hood killer, as the likely result.

‘Great man made river’
Poor public services were one of the drivers of the uprising

against Gaddafi, but a 4,000 km pipeline system known as the
Great Man Made River (MMRP) was a world-leading civil
engineering project when it was built in the 1980s. Some 80
percent of the population of six million live along or near the
northern Mediterranean coast and depend on fresh water
pumped via its pipelines from vast aquifers further south,
where Libya’s abundant oil reserves also lie.

Ground water in coastal areas is salty and contaminated
by sewage and around 80 percent of desalination plants have
broken down, water authority officials and diplomats say. The
pipes supply Libya with more than 70 percent of its fresh
water and remain crucial because desalination plants are
complicated to fix and vulnerable to attack, officials at the
United Nations’ children’s agency say. People dismantle well
heads to sell the copper and tribesmen living in the neglected
south close or destroy pipes to press their demands with offi-

cials in the capital.
As a result, 101 of 479 wells on the western pipeline system

have been dismantled, Abdullah El-Sunni, head of the Tripoli-
based water authority said in an interview with Reuters. Asked
if there could be a water crisis, he said power cuts were
already threatening supplies. Since the central monitoring
room of the pipeline system for western Libya was hit around
early May, engineers have been unable to gauge water pres-
sure and flows. A Tunisian maintenance firm working on the
system left because of the fighting. “The water flow to
Western Libya has dropped from the normal flow of 1.2 million
cubic metres per day to about 800,000 cubic metres per day
now, due to sabotage and lack of funding and maintenance,”
Sunni said. Across Libya, demand has risen to 7 billion cubic
metres annually, up from 5.5 billion in 2011, as farmers and
others have drilled wells or tapped reservoirs, Sunni said. By
2025, Libya will need 8 billion. —Reuters

The draft UNICEF report, which has yet to be finalized, list-
ed kidnapping of water workers and looting of equipment
among many problems. “If not addressed properly and immedi-
ately, these threats and damages could lead to the complete
failure of the MMRP,” it said. Sunni said water quality had been
affected by a lack of treatment, due to a shortage of funds for
chemicals and equipment, and some officials agree with resi-
dents who say water in the taps is not fit to drink.

“All water is contaminated,” said Badr al-Din Al-Najjar,
head of the National Centre for Disease Control, listing prob-
lems such as harmful bacteria or a high-salt content. “There is
no drinking water, especially from the state.” The problem has
been building since Gaddafi’s overthrow, when officials
stopped investing in facilities that had been looted, damaged or
allowed to deteriorate in the chaos. —Reuters
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