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MADRID: Who’s going to pay for Spain’s motor-
ways? Debate is raging over the funding of its
12,000 kilometers of motorways after the govern-
ment made some roads toll-free after the conces-
sions expired. “Don’t stop!” Since September 1,
that has been the message plastered across many
toll booths in the northeastern Catalonia region,
largely along a section of the AP-7 motorway be-
tween the French border and Barcelona that is
very popular with European tourists.

With the ending of concessions held by sub-
sidiaries of Spanish toll road operator Abertis,
control over nearly 500 kilometers of motorways
has reverted back to the state and the government
of Socialist Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez. Halting
the tolls there will hand road users “an annual sav-
ings of more than 750 million euros ($890 mil-
lion)”, said Transport Minister Raquel Sanchez.

In a country where almost 85 percent of mo-
torways are toll-free, payments on three stretches
ended in 2018 and another two in 2020, meaning
that in just three years, 1,029 kilometers of high-

way have passed from private to public hands -
saving drivers 1.4 billion euros in tolls. Not renew-
ing the toll road concessions when they came to
and end was a pledge made by Pedro Sanchez
when he became premier in 2018, with the aim of
overhauling Spain’s motorway management
model, which varies hugely across the country and
is a major source of frustration for drivers.

A sensitive issue
But the areas where tolls have been lifted won’t

stay like that for long. “We’re looking to set up a
tariff system according to usage,” the transport
minister said, pledging to bring in a new model
that would be “publicly run, fair and homogenous
throughout Spain”. Over the years, Spain has tried
a range of different approaches with some roads
under public ownership, others privately-held,
some run by the state and others by the region,
explained Maria Angeles Baez, an expert in the
Spanish road system from Granada University.

“Faced with the need to improve the road net-

work and the scarcity of financial resources, the
state opted for the concession system, which was
rolled out in two periods: From 1967-1975 and
1996-2006,” she told AFP. Although the toll-
based motorway system “encouraged economic
growth” in certain areas it was not well received
by the public, she said. And government plans to
set up a new system of charges are creating fresh
tensions.

Motorway maintenance is very expensive,
costing around 80,000 euros per kilometer every
year, a sum which places a huge burden on a
country like heavily-indebted Spain. In its eco-
nomic plan sent to the European Commission to
unlock its share of the EU’s multi-billion-euro
COVID recovery funds, Madrid pledged to review
its motorways funding model and set up a pay-
ment system that would guarantee “the necessary
income” to preserve the state’s road network. “It
doesn’t make much sense for this maintenance to
be footed largely out of the state budget which is
ultimately paid for by the public, including those

who don’t use the motorways,” the transport min-
ister said.

Consultation process
So how will the funding work? Many options

are on the table, including the idea of an annual
motorway charge sticker, along the lines of the
Swiss system, which lets drivers onto all motorways
in exchange for a fixed fee. Another possibility is
payment per kilometer via a system of  portals that
recognize the passing vehicle and automatically
charge the driver’s bank account. 

The Spanish press has been talking about a rel-
atively modest charge of 0.01 to 0.015 centimes
(up to $0.02) per kilometer for cars and 0.05 cen-
times for lorries. Whatever model wins out, the so-
lution is likely to mean a charge will be imposed on
many roads that until now have been free - and the
prospect is angering motorists. Faced with such
opposition, the government has committed to a
consultation process that should last several
months.—AFP
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Italian police raid 
COVID protesters 
‘planning violence’
ROME: Italian police raided the homes and searched the
computers yesterday of eight people suspected of plan-
ning violence during protests against the country’s coro-
navirus passport. The suspects are members of a group on
messaging app Telegram called “The Warriors”, where the
use of weapons and DIY explosives at “No Green Pass”
demonstrations have been discussed, according to a police
statement.

They were said to be planning to attend a protest this
weekend in Rome but are also accused of “inciting the other
members of the group to carry out violent actions” in their
home regions against unspecified “institutional targets” or
during visits by government ministers. Some members of the
group also planned a meeting where they intended to pro-
cure “white weapons” (non-firearms) for use at the Rome
protest, the statement said. The searches were carried out
in Milan, Rome, Venice, Padua, Bergamo and Reggio Emilia.

The Green Pass shows if someone is vaccinated against
COVID-19, has tested negative or recently recovered from
the virus, and is required by everyone in Italy who wants to
eat inside restaurants, take intercity trains and buses, and
for teachers. It is the latest effort to try to control a pan-
demic that has claimed almost 130,00 lives since sweeping
across Italy in February 2020, but has sparked small and oc-
casionally violent protests. More than 39 million people in
Italy - almost 73 percent of the population over the age of
12 - have been fully vaccinated.—AFP

14 dead in fire at 
COVID hospital in 
North Macedonia
SKOPJE: Fourteen people have died in a fire at a hospital treating
coronavirus patients in North Macedonia, authorities said yester-
day. The fire broke out late on Wednesday following an explosion
in a COVID-19 clinic in Tetovo in the northwest of the Balkan
country, said Prime Minister Zoran Zaev, who immediately headed
to the town.

“A huge tragedy has occurred in the Tetovo COVID-19 centre,”
Zaev said on Twitter overnight. “An explosion caused a fire. The fire
was extinguished but many lives were lost.” At least 14 people died
in the disaster, the prosecutor’s office later said in a statement, raising
the toll from the 10 deaths confirmed overnight. “Prosecutors have
ordered autopsies to identify the bodies of the 14 people who died
in the fire and we are looking into whether there are others dead,”
the statement said.

Health Minister Venko Filipce had earlier expressed “profound
condolences” to the victims’ families on Twitter. The fire broke
out as the former Yugoslav republic celebrated the 30th anniver-
sary of its independence, with festivities in the capital Skopje, in-
cluding a military parade. The blaze destroyed part of the
modular units recently built in front of the hospital to accommo-
date COVID patients. Several hours after the disaster, people
walked past charred containers while stretcher bearers went
back and forth to rescue vehicles.

‘Fight for life’
Investigators have gone to the site to try to determine the cause

of the disaster. Fire services were alerted to the blaze at around 1900
GMT, and it took about 45 minutes to extinguish. Construction work
on the modular COVID unit only began in December at the hospital
in Tetovo, a town of around 50,000 people.

“The fire was huge because the hospital is modular, there was
plastic,” Tetovo deputy fire chief Saso Trajcevski told local television.
“We took out victims while we put out the flames.” Several injured
people were transported to hospitals in the capital. “The fight for
life is still going on and all services are doing everything they can to
save people,” Zaev said earlier, expressing “deep condolences to the
families and of the deceased”. “I wish the injured a quick recovery.”

North Macedonia, with a population of around two million, is a
poor country with a rundown healthcare system. Hospitals are over-
whelmed in some areas, particularly where vaccination rates are low.
The country has reported a rise in coronavirus infections recently,
with the daily death toll reaching around 30. It has recorded more
than 6,100 fatalities in total since the start of the pandemic. COVID-
19 hospitals in other countries have been hit by explosions followed
by fires. In Iraq, dozens of people were killed in fires that occurred
after oxygen cylinders exploded in April and July.—AFP

TETOVO:†Forensic scientists and firefighters work at the site of a fire at a COVID-
19 clinic in Tetovo yesterday. —AFP


