
 

Interview with Joffre López Oller 

Joffre López Oller is a sociologist by the University of Barcelona and holds a Master 
Degree in Public Social Policies by the Universitat Pompeu Fabra. Since 2003, he 
has been preparing the Spanish Youth Housing Observatory report (OBJOVI) for the 
Spanish Youth Council. His prior work experience has been linked to employment 
and housing issues. 

In November, the Spanish Youth Housing Observatory report published 
data for the second quarter of 2011. According to these data, the cost of 
accessing non-subsidised housing in the Basque Autonomous Region for 
young wage earners is the highest in Spain. Why is this so? 

In the specific case of young people in the Basque Autonomous Region, the fact 
that they find it almost impossible to access the housing market (exceeding the 
30% threshold is indicative of over-indebtedness and, in the Basque Country, it is 
68%) is due to high prices, which are 47.2% higher than the average in the rest of 
Spain. This, in principle, does away with the advantage of having the highest net 
wages: 1,525 euros a month. 

It should be pointed out that the cost of accessing the housing market is a 
commonly used indicator to assess the ability to purchase a home at non-
subsidised prices. It consists in comparing the initial amount of the first instalment 
of a mortgage on a non-subsidised house with the net income of a person or 
household. Introducing the person/household duality is especially important when 
studying the housing possibilities of young people since, when the vast majority 
leave home, they have a second source of income or high purchasing power. An 
average salary is clearly insufficient to access the housing market. 

Therefore, if, instead of considering the average net wages of a young employed 
person (a situation available to just over half of the young people working for an 
employer today), we based the calculation on the income of a young person’s 
household, the results would be equally revealing; displaying the extreme housing 
exclusion of young people: the first payment on an average mortgage would 
require over 47% of their disposable income. 

 

The cost of accessing the housing market in the Basque Autonomous 
Region is not only the highest but, in addition, it has increased more than 
the state average from the first to the second quarter of 2011. Does this 
have anything to do with the reduction in the net average wage of young 
people in our region? 

Rather than the evolution of wages, the most decisive factors in the recent 
developments in the cost of accessing the housing market are the financial 
conditions. While still at historic lows, interest rates have begun to rebound, while 
amortization periods have also been shortened. The combination of both of these 
elements results in the increase of the initial payment. 

This change in the situation reflects the tougher terms that, in the present 
financial-economic situation, banks are applying when granting mortgages. The 
statistics of the Bank of Spain reflect that these tougher conditions are mainly 
focussing on the application of higher margins, the requirement for greater 
collateral and on a reduction in the loan/value ratio (now at a maximum of 80% 
compared to the times during the latest housing boom, when it even exceeded the 
total purchase price of the property). 



The specificity of the Basque Autonomous Region is that, within this general context 
of economic recession, the price of non-subsidised housing has fallen less than in 
the rest of Spain and, on the other hand, the average salary has already begun to 
fall in absolute terms by 0.29% compared with a slight increase of 0.16% at state 
level. 

 

In 2008, the cost of accessing a non-subsidised property for a young 
person in the Basque Autonomous Region exceeded 100% of their net 
monthly salary. In 2011 you have changed the calculation method, now 
considering the cost of access for a young wage earner. If the same 
method had been used, would the current situation be similar to that in 
2008 or better? 

Indeed, since the OBJOVI report was created in 2003, we have introduced a 
number of changes in response to the emergence of new statistical sources (always 
from public agencies). We started considering the net purchasing power and 
replaced the former European Household Panel with the Survey of Living 
Conditions, a European-wide statistical system specifically designed to analyse the 
structure of household and people’s income. Each change has forced us to review 
the results published previously. 

With the current method, the cost of accessing non-subsidised housing, for a young 
wage earner in the Basque Autonomous Region in 2008 would still exceed 100% of 
that person’s net salary. At that time, the current fall in prices had only just begun, 
interest rates were still around 6% and you could obtain mortgages with repayment 
periods of over 25 years. Changes to the method introduced later have not altered 
the results published at that time. 

We can confirm, therefore, that the current situation is more favourable concerning 
the wage percentage required to access non-subsidised housing but, on the other 
hand, it is more negative concerning mortgage restrictions and the real possibility 
of proving financial solvency and prior savings as required by the banks. 

 

Finally, how do you think this indicator will evolve over the next quarters 
in 2011? And in 2012? Why? 

It is always difficult to guess these things. In fact, banks’ research departments and 
other experts have been formulating their forecasts for years and they have rarely 
been successful (especially when it came to giving a date for the end of the 
property boom). In the short term, I personally think there will not be any 
substantial fall, rather the opposite. The reason is that the climate of uncertainty 
and the difficulties in obtaining funding will increase. 

I would also add that the OBJOVI report only publishes statistics on the level of 
accessibility (or rather, inaccessibility) of young people to the housing market. It 
may be a useful and interesting tool, but it is not a panacea. This perspective is not 
the only one in relation to the emancipation of young people. First of all, because 
“emancipation” includes a number of dimensions, not only residential aspects, 
linked to the physical change of housing. Secondly, because residential processes 
are not linear or unequivocal. Thirdly, because, apart from “statistical” averages, 
there are enormous differences based on social class and family strategies. Finally, 
although this escapes the theoretical calculations provided in the OBJOVI report, we 
must not forget the role of housing policies. The Basque Autonomous Region, for 
example, is known for offering far more subsidised housing, beyond the dictates of 
market laws, than other regions. 


