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I enjoyed my work. I had tried retirement, but I was not ready for a quiet life where every day was a Sunday. So I went back to university, earned a degree in a new field, and returned to the workforce. But as my last contract was coming to an end, I realized that the long hours and what felt like colder winters were starting to take a toll on my health. More out of curiosity than anything else, I started to do some research on retirement in warmer countries. I had a few ideas of what I wanted and knew that compromise would be necessary. I wanted to wake up each day with a view of a large body of water, as I always found that watching the waves was honey for my soul. I needed a place that would welcome our two cats and small dog. But the toughest part was finding a place where I could live while enjoying a reasonable lifestyle on the income provided by my pensions alone. 

Years before, we had taken a Mediterranean cruise. It started in Venice, Italy, and ended in Barcelona, Spain. It was a great opportunity to explore different countries, and it was the first time I had ever visited Europe. I had always been fascinated by history and architecture. As I visited historical sites in Italy, Greece, France, and Spain, the ancient structures, centuries old, transfixed me. These were no longer pictures in a history book. I was walking through history, running my fingers along it, marvelling at the intricate work carved into limestone and marble by hands long gone. I lost track of time in those massive rooms, surrounded by statues and artwork that simply refused to be ignored. As a Canadian, I had seen what our country offered in the way of heritage, and it is considerable, but nothing quite prepares you for Europe. 

I was a teenager when Canada celebrated its 100-year anniversary. Compared to Europe, Canada seemed like a baby, although we did have ancient cave art almost as old as those found in Spain. 

Growing up in farm country, all I had ever known was work. I had fully expected to remain in Canada for the rest of my life. But my wife gave me a gift. That gift was the discovery that there is life outside of work, and I was bitten hard with the travel bug! For me, it was magic, and I found that I had fallen in love with Europe.

I started to research places that would provide that magic but still be within our income range. We looked at several countries, each with genuine appeal, but my wife, being European, was drawn back to Europe. We decided to find a place that we could use as a base from which we could travel around Europe. I found a picture of an apartment looking over the Mediterranean sea, and let my imagination run wild as I thought how incredible it would be if I could watch the sun rising, creating flashes of light over the sea, and then painting the sky with shades of magenta as it disappeared over the mountains each evening. 

Portugal was on the list, and well within our budget. I had Portuguese friends who spoke about their country with great pride. We had visited Lisbon, and I agreed...it was an amazing place! But at that time, one of the requirements to obtain a permanent visa was learning Portuguese. I had a hard enough time trying to learn French, so I was concerned that might create some issues for me. 

I scoured websites for retirement in European countries. I watched countless YouTube videos and spent hours in the library going over books that talked about life in various places around Europe. 

One evening, I was watching a video on the Costa Blanca area of Spain. I called my wife over and asked her to watch it with me to get her opinion. It looked promising, so we decided to take a short trip there in the winter, to see if it was as nice as the video seemed to suggest. 

We left Toronto in –5 degrees C weather with snow falling, and the next day arrived in Alicante, Spain. The sun was shining, and it was +17 degrees C. For us Canadians, it was T-shirt weather, so I stowed my jacket away. To my surprise, the locals were wearing sweaters and coats and looking at us as if we were crazy! As we dragged our carry-on up the escalator to exit the airport, my eyes had to do a double take! There, in its bright red cursive lettering was an oh-so-familiar and welcoming sign: Tim Hortons! And in English the added words "Canadian Coffee House." It felt like Canada had just followed me to Spain. My first impulse was to cross the marble floor and confidently ask for my "medium double-double", but a semblance of sanity kicked in as I was quite certain they would not have a clue what I was talking about. One look at the menus confirmed my conclusion. All of it was in Spanish. My excitement turned to dismay when I took my first sip of the coffee...this was not the Tim Hortons coffee I enjoyed in Toronto! The coffee tasted more like espresso, strong and acidic, not the mild, low acid coffee that had become a daily habit. No Timbits, and even the donuts tasted different. I learned very quickly that it was really a European coffee shop, and the Canadian hockey jersey was gone. Still, it felt good to know that a little of Canada was still with me. I found out that day that the sticker prices are the prices you pay. Unlike Canada, where the GST/HST is added, VAT, as they call it, is already in the price. But I also learned another hard lesson. It costs about $1.61 CAD to buy one euro, and that difference can be very painful, especially when you add the exchange costs. As I sipped my bitter-tasting coffee, I launched the calculator app on my phone and discovered the coffee I was drinking was almost two and a half times more expensive than what I would pay in Toronto, after taking into consideration the exchange rate. I knew when I returned that I would have to adjust my Spanish budget draft to determine a more realistic cost of living in Spain.

We found bus number 6 that would take us from the airport to downtown Alicante. We missed our stop and ended up having to walk back to our B&B, dragging our carry-on luggage behind us. The GPS guided us up a hill where we came across the "Pasarela de la Playa del Postiguet", a beautiful white pedestrian footbridge twisting its way over the highway to allow access to the beach and the "Explanada de España", the seafront promenade running alongside the port. Over six million marble tiles cover the beautiful promenade, their tricolor wave pattern mimics the Mediterranean's ebb and flow. Looking along the promenade for the first time can be a little disorienting as the eyes see what appears to be dips in the walkway. Palm and giant ficus trees can be seen along the pathway. We later learned that for the locals this was a favourite place for their "paseo", a family stroll often taken in the evening. The Ficus trees reminded me of the Western Red Cedar trees in Stanley Park, Vancouver. The Cedar trees would still win by girth, but the Ficus trees have a unique gnarly, and ancient look to them. I later discovered that neither the Palm nor the Ficus are actually native here. It is believed that the Ficus trees came from Australia around the nineteenth century, while the date palms were introduced around the fifth century from North Africa.

Our stowed luggage had disappeared in Lisbon. We found a shopping centre and picked up some clothing essentials, as everything was in our suitcase. A call to the airline confirmed that our luggage had been found and would be shipped to our B&B in a few days. It arrived...torn to shreds. We filed for reimbursement, which we never got. Two lessons: always get separate luggage insurance, and always keep valuables and essentials in your carry-on. 

Despite the challenges of getting here, we fell in love with Alicante. We walked for hours looking for viable rental places. We wanted the primera línea or first line on the beach, so we could wake up and look out over the sea each morning. Yes, it would cost more. But anyone who lived in Newfoundland and spoke of the Rock understands that draw I felt towards the sea. Each wave seems like a slow exhale and calms my overly active brain. Walking by the water is meditation for the soul. I wanted to experience that feeling every day. 

After returning from that unforgettable trip, I knew that something in me had quietly shifted. My research became more serious. I started looking online for primera línea apartment complexes along the coastline. Many of the ads were in Spanish which I translated. I found cities and towns along the Costa Blanca region such as Altea, but when I contacted them, it turned out that even though it said it was available for rent, they were only available during the tourist season and not full-time. When I did find full-time apartments, I found that they did not allow animals. Lesson learned, checking off the search filters for pet friendly and full-time rentals does not always work. You need to read the descriptions carefully. Often it states clearly that no animals are allowed. Even if there are no comments about pets, you need to contact the agent directly for confirmation, as many are quick to confirm that pets are not allowed in the unit.

I was becoming quite discouraged as it seemed like my desire for a life in Spain was not going to happen. But one early morning, as I was browsing through the rental ads, one caught my eye. It was on the first line and facing the sea. The big hurdle was still our pets. 

I contacted the agent advising that we had a small dog and two cats. I asked him to confirm that the animals would be allowed and that it would be added to the contract as we would take responsibility for any damage they might cause. I told him if the apartment was not pet friendly, it would be a deal breaker, as the animals were an important part of our family. 

We were communicating on WhatsApp, and a few days later the agent returned a message advising that the owner would allow the animals. I was ecstatic! I asked for a live video appointment to see the apartment. The time and date were arranged, and my wife and I watched carefully as he walked around the apartment with his cellphone, including the view from the windows on both sides, which were spectacular! With a nod from my wife, I then asked if a contract could be drawn up so we could get the apartment before it disappeared, like so many others I had viewed before. 

The agent attached a contract which was all in Spanish, and I tried to translate it with Google Translate. I told the agent I did not see anything about the animals in the contract. He assured me it was there, and there was no problem. I signed the contract and returned it with a digital signature. That was my next mistake. Had I taken the contract to a lawyer, they would have advised that there was no clause stating that pets were allowed. The lawyer would have also advised of other costs in the contract that had not been discussed in conversation, despite my asking for any hidden charges I might expect. 

I almost fell over when the agent advised that the owner was demanding six months' rent in advance! I also learned that many owners require that the monthly rental payments be half cash and half e-transfer. It is a common practice, allowing the owner to declare less revenue on their taxes. The government had apparently been trying to shut the practice down but was having only limited success.

In the meantime, I had been working hard to gather all the information I could find and get the Non-Lucrative Visa process started. It was the easiest visa to get and was designed for expats who were retired and living off of pensions and/or passive income or savings.

I found many YouTube videos on the process if you lived in the UK or the USA, but I found nothing for anyone living in Canada. The official website of the Spanish government was confusing, and I learned very quickly that the interpretation by the YouTube creators was often wrong. As the saying goes...I did not know what I did not know, and there seemed to be no one around to assist me. I contacted the Spanish consulate, who was very polite, but they just referred me back to their website. Had I been smarter, I would have just found a good immigration lawyer who was acquainted with Spanish immigration and left it in their capable hands. But I was determined to do it on my own, and through the school of hard knocks, I learned a lot! While ChatGPT was helpful, it also was making mistakes or giving me responses from old documents or websites. I really could have used a person to guide me through the complicated paperwork and procedures I needed to follow to make it happen!

This book is my attempt to be that person for you! Everything here is something I either learned the hard way, researched because I needed the answer myself, or discovered only after it had already cost me time, money, and loss of sleep. If it stops even one Canadian retiree from repeating the mistakes I made, the wrong translator, the agent whose promises were not in the contract, the bank documents Spain wanted that Canada does not naturally produce, the YouTube advice that was simply incorrect, then it has done its job. The dream is achievable. The view from my window every morning tells me that. If you want to go in prepared and informed, then this book is for you!

Spanish laws change yearly, and sometimes even more frequently. This book shows the latest information I could find, as of the second quarter of 2026. It is important to check for updated changes and from several sources, as even the Spanish Consulate website does not always reflect the latest changes. 
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Why Spain Appeals to Canadian Retirees?

About 5,400 Canadians have made Spain their adopted home. Compare that number to the 40,000 Americans and over 400,000 Brits who have registered in Spain.

But even though the number of Canadians is much smaller than other expats, they are drawn to Spain for the same reasons: sunshine, food, culture, affordability, and a lifestyle that feels less rushed than life in many Canadian cities. In Spain, it is common to spend more time outdoors, enjoy longer meals, or just soak up the sun. It is a daily rhythm that is not only healthier but genuinely more unhurried.

In Canada, the first question a stranger may ask is almost always, “What do you do?” It is how we place people, how we establish common ground, and if we are honest, how we size each other up. In Spain, that question rarely comes up at all, at least not in the first conversation, or the second. Spaniards are not particularly interested in your profession or your postal code. What they care about is whether you are present, whether you are enjoying yourself, whether you will raise a glass or pull up a chair. Life in Spain is not something that happens indoors between work shifts. It happens outside, at the table, in the plaza, on the promenade. The bar is the living room. The street is the gathering place. Nobody is performing. They are just living their lives to the fullest.

For Canadians who have spent decades defining themselves by their careers, this can feel almost disorienting at first. Then, quietly start to feel a kind of relief, as they are no longer defined by what they did, but by who they are as a person. 

Another major advantage is choice. Spain offers vibrant cities, coastal towns, inland villages, and international communities of all sizes. Some retirees want a beachside apartment, surrounded by people who speak English. Others want a quieter local environment where the cost of living is lower and life moves more slowly.

The challenge is that Spain is not a single retirement experience. What feels perfect for one person may feel too busy, too quiet, too expensive, or too isolated for another. That is why it is wise to consider both lifestyle and budget before you decide where to live.

My wife and I came from different environments. She was a city girl, and I was a country boy. She loved the high-energy vibe of city life, while I much preferred waking up to birds singing and not sirens wailing. So, like any good marriage, we made a compromise. The place we found was just outside the city where I could enjoy a quieter life, but that was only a bus ride away or even an hour’s walk, if we so desired, to reach the city. We had not only buses, but trams, and high-speed trains, as well as an international airport. So, our little spot in paradise was a perfect base from which we could travel in any direction we wanted. 

Food as a Way of Life

Food is one of Spain’s most immediate pleasures, and for many Canadians it becomes the thing they miss most when they visit home. Food markets are extraordinary: fresh vegetables, seafood, cured meats, olives, and cheeses that cost a fraction of what they would in Toronto. They bake the bread daily. The olive oil is remarkable. Even a simple lunch at a neighbourhood bar, a plate of jamón, some manchego, a glass of local wine, can feel like something you would have dressed up for in Canada. Vegetarian restaurants scattered throughout the country also cater to vegans. 

You will find that the most common of food has a wonderful taste here. Most is brought in fresh daily, especially seafood. Vegetables do not sit on trucks for days, but are also brought to market daily. In the grocery store, a machine loaded with oranges will squeeze out the orange juice into a glass container to be taken home and consumed, often on the same day. 

Eating in Spain is also less expensive than most Canadians expect. A menú del día, a set lunch of two courses, bread, and a drink, typically costs between eight and fourteen euros at a local restaurant. Cooking at home from a weekly market haul is cheaper still. For retirees watching a budget, this is not a small thing. Good food in Spain does not require just money. It requires knowing where to shop and being willing to eat the way the locals eat. Asking the locals where they get their groceries and where they hang out is the best way to find these places. 

The rhythm of meals in Spain is much different than in Canada. Lunch is the main event, eaten between two and four in the afternoon, and dinner rarely starts before nine at night. For Canadians used to eating at six, this can feel disorienting at first. Within a few weeks, most people find they have simply adopted the schedule and wonder how they ever ate dinner so early.

The Almuerzo, Spain’s Mid-Morning Meal

Spain does not run on three meals a day. It runs on five! Between breakfast and lunch sits the almuerzo, a mid-morning food stop that happens around 10:30 to 11:30 in the morning and is taken seriously. This is not a coffee and a biscuit. It is a proper pause in the day, and most Spaniards, workers, retirees, and tradespeople observe it with little thought, because it has always been part of their daily ritual. There is one very positive thing you will find about Spanish restaurants and cafes: no one has a stopwatch on you. The Spanish socialize, and after finishing a meal they often continue to sit for an hour or more just to converse. Often you have to ask for the bill (la cuenta) and very few places ask for or expect tips. You can just relax in the outdoor sun or shade, if you prefer, and enjoy a long and leisurely meal, or just a coffee on its own. All restaurants that are set up outside allow your dog beside you. My favourite cafe even brings a bowl of water for our little pooch and a few extra pieces of meat for her to enjoy. In most shops with no food, dogs are allowed as well. 

The centerpiece of the almuerzo is almost always a bocadillo, a substantial sandwich made on a crusty barra, the long Spanish bread roll that has more in common with a proper French baguette than with the soft sandwich bread Canadians are used to. The fillings are simple and satisfying: tortilla española, which is a thick potato and egg omelette and arguably Spain’s greatest contribution to everyday food; jamón serrano or the richer jamón ibérico; chorizo or lomo, a cured pork loin; or simply pan con tomate, bread rubbed with garlic and a ripe tomato, and drizzled with olive oil. Alongside the bocadillo you will almost always find olives, sometimes a few fried potatoes, and in many bars a small dish of something simply appears with your drink without your asking for it. For olives, many restaurants marinate their own olives, adding spices to enhance the taste.

The drink at the almuerzo is, perhaps surprisingly, often a beer. For a country known for its wine, the Spaniards drink eight times more beer by volume than wine. This surprises Canadians at first. A cold alcoholic beverage at eleven in the morning feels transgressive when you have grown up in a culture where drinking before noon carries a certain weight. In Spain, it carries none. The bars will be full of perfectly ordinary people: a plumber, a retired schoolteacher, a woman on her way back from the market, all having a caña with their bocadillo before heading back to whatever they were doing. Nobody is making a statement. They are just having breakfast.

The Caña, Why Spanish Beer Is Served Small

A caña is a small draught beer, typically around 200 milliliters, which is roughly two-thirds of a standard Canadian beer. To the Canadian eye, it looks almost comically small. There is a reason for it, and that reason is the heat.

In southern Spain, and particularly along the Mediterranean coast, summer temperatures regularly reach 35 to 40 degrees Celsius. A full pint of beer in that heat will be warm and flat before you are halfway through it. The caña is sized precisely so that it can be consumed while it is still cold, ice cold from the tap, finished in a few minutes, still refreshing to the last sip. If you want more, you order another caña. You will never be waiting long. The bar staff pour them constantly.

The price reflects the size. In Alicante a caña typically costs between one and one and a half euros. For the price of a single pint in a Toronto bar you can have three or four cañas in Spain, each one cold, each one perfect. It is a small thing, but it is the kind of small thing that accumulates into a general feeling that daily life here has been quietly and thoughtfully designed around pleasure.

Tapas, What They Actually Are

Tapas is one of the most misunderstood words in the Spanish food vocabulary, at least outside of Spain. In Canada and the United States, it has come to mean any small plate of food served in a Spanish-themed restaurant, usually at elevated prices, as part of a sharing-style dinner. That is not what tapas originally were, and in much of Spain that is still not what they are.

The origin of the word is tapa, meaning lid or cover. The most widely told story is that bartenders in Andalusia began placing a small piece of bread, or later a slice of cured meat or cheese, over the top of a wine or sherry glass to keep out any flies. Food was not the point. It was a cover. Over time, the cover became a snack, the snack became more elaborate, and the tradition of receiving a small bite of food with your drink became embedded in the culture of southern Spain.

In Granada and parts of Andalusia, this tradition survives in its most generous form. Order a drink at a bar in Granada and a tapa will arrive with it, free, without asking. The more drinks you order, the more food arrives, and it escalates from a few olives to a small plate of something warm. A table of people having a long evening of drinks in Granada may find they have eaten a full meal without ever ordering food. It is one of the more delightful discoveries available to a traveler in Spain.

In most of the rest of Spain, however, and particularly along the Costa Blanca where many Canadian retirees settle, tapas in the free-with-your-drink sense are less common. What you will find instead are raciones, which are full-sized shared plates, and pinchos or pintxos in the Basque Country and northern Spain, which are small pieces of food served on bread and skewered with a toothpick, displayed along the bar for you to choose from. What tourists in Barcelona or Madrid call a tapas dinner is more accurately an evening of raciones, shared plates ordered and paid for, not complimentary accompaniments to drink. You will see what are called tapas bars along the streets of places like Alicante. The tapas are served on small wooden boards and arrive about every ten minutes, freshly prepared. You have the option to accept or pass on each serving. It is a great way to sample the great variety of cuisine that Spain has to offer without a full meal. But, as I found out, even though each serving cost under two euros, you can easily get carried away and your tapas sampling turns into the price of a full meal. 

The food is extraordinary wherever you are. But understanding the distinction helps you eat the way locals eat, which is always cheaper, always more authentic, and almost always more enjoyable than eating the way the tourist menus expect you to. As I learned on our Mediterranean cruise in places like Venice, if you want to taste real traditional food, avoid the tourist areas and find out where the locals eat. 

The Food Is Cleaner Than You Might Expect

One thing that surprises many Canadians after arriving in Spain is how differently their bodies respond to the food, in a very positive way. 

European Union regulations, which are among the strictest in the world, govern Spain’s food safety standards. Pesticide limits, additive restrictions, and food labelling requirements in the EU are considerably tighter than those in Canada or the United States. Many of the preservatives, artificial colours, and processing chemicals commonly found in North American packaged foods are either banned outright or used at far lower levels in Spain. Candies may not have the brilliant colour you are used to in Canada and even soda pop has a distinct taste in Spain. 

Bread is a particularly good example of how different food is in Spain. Many Canadians who experience bloating, discomfort, or sensitivity when eating bread at home, find that they can eat Spanish bread without the same reaction. There are a few reasons for this. Traditional Spanish bread is made with simple ingredients: flour, water, salt, and yeast, without the dough conditioners, emulsifiers, and preservatives that are standard in commercially produced North American bread. Spanish bread is also typically made with a longer, slower fermentation process, which breaks down more of the gluten and makes the bread easier to digest. The wheat varieties traditionally grown in Spain also tend to be older, lower-yield strains that contain less of the high-gluten protein that has been selectively bred into modern North American wheat crops. Spaniards typically buy their bread daily, as it does go off fairly quickly, not having the additives used by Western bakeries to increase shelf-life. 

My wife has digestive issues and I am gluten sensitive. On our first visit to Spain, we both were wary of eating certain foods. But I noticed right away that I could enjoy the baked goods, and the wonderful Spanish foods without the usual bloating and other digestive issues I had back in Toronto. My wife, however still was not convinced and avoided anything with flour...just in case! 

Spain does have gluten-free products, not just bread and they have ice cream with no milk or sugar as well, in many places. But if you deal with celiac disease, or IBS, you must still be cautious. Spain has strict rules on listing the ingredients, so read them carefully. 

Unlike most Canadians, who shop once a week or so, Spaniards often buy their food daily or every couple of days. The food stays fresh, is purchased in smaller amounts, and being fresher provides better nutrition for the family. Stores can always tell the expats by the way they load up their carts for a week, versus the locals who carry home what they need in a single reusable bag. I do the shopping for my wife and I, and still find myself hauling my trolley to the local grocery store and filling it up. I am more careful, however, for spoilage, as food will go off quickly as it does not contain all the additives found in food in Canada. I find myself buying more frozen foods which do not go off as I am not yet adjusted to the quantity of food used by the two of us. I also slice the bread and put it in the freezer, otherwise it starts going off in only a few days. 
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Understanding Spanish Culture

You can research the visa process thoroughly, understand the tax treaty, open a Spanish bank account, and still arrive in Spain feeling like you have landed on a different planet. Not because Spain is difficult, but because it operates by rules that nobody writes down anywhere, rules about how people interact, how time works, what is polite, what is rude, and what expression you are expected to wear in public. Getting this part right will make your daily life considerably more comfortable. Getting it wrong will leave you feeling, for longer than necessary, like an outsider who cannot quite figure out what they are missing.

A Parliamentary Monarchy That Leans Left

Spain is a constitutional parliamentary monarchy, which sounds contradictory to Canadian ears until you realize it functions much like Canada’s own system. King Felipe VI is the head of state, a largely ceremonial role not unlike the British monarch’s relationship to Canada. The real power rests with an elected Prime Minister and Parliament. The current political system has been in place since the late 1970s, when Spain transitioned from Francisco Franco’s four-decade dictatorship to democracy. That transition, known as La Transición, is one of the more remarkable peaceful shifts in modern European history, and it shapes much of how Spaniards think about politics today.

Spain's political centre of gravity leans left. The dominant force through much of the democratic era has been the PSOE, the Spanish Socialist Workers' Party, which has governed most recently in coalition with smaller left-wing partners. On the right, the Partido Popular, known in English as the People's Party, serves as the principal conservative opposition. Further right still sits Vox, a nationalist party that has grown from a fringe movement into a measurable parliamentary force. No single party tends to command an outright majority, which makes coalition-building less the exception than the rule, and minority governments a recurring feature of Spanish political life. Political corruption is worth mentioning, not to alarm you, but because you will hear about it. High-profile scandals have involved both major parties over the years, and Spaniards themselves are deeply skeptical of their political class. Surveys consistently rank politicians as the least trusted profession in the country. What is worth understanding is that this corruption operates at the level of party financing, government contracts, and political appointments. It rarely touches daily life for residents and virtually never affects expatriates going about their ordinary lives. You will encounter bureaucracy, delays, and the occasional baffling decision from a government office, but that is a different problem from corruption and has its own chapter in this guide.

The left-leaning political culture has a practical upside for retirees. Spain has a strong public healthcare system, robust worker protections, a well-developed social safety net, and a general cultural attitude that life is for living rather than for producing. These values are not incidental to daily experience. They are woven into the pace of the day, the length of lunch, and the fact that nobody at the bar is checking their work email at ten o’clock on a Saturday morning.

One additional complexity worth knowing: Spain is not a single cultural monolith. It is a country of strong regional identities. Catalans, Basques, and Galicians do not always consider themselves simply “Spanish,” and some actively pursue independence from Madrid. This plays out in national politics in ways that can seem baffling from the outside. But for those of us who have lived through the referendum for separation in Quebec, and now a similar story arising in Alberta, this may seem all too familiar. 

For daily life on the Costa Blanca, the regional question is mostly background noise, although you will encounter the Valencian language on signage and in some official communications alongside Castilian Spanish. 

Stop Smiling at Strangers

In Canada, smiling at strangers is a social lubricant. You pass someone on the sidewalk and you give them a neutral, friendly smile. It costs nothing, signals you are not a threat, and is considered basic civility. In Spain, an unprompted smile directed at a stranger on the street reads as odd, possibly unsettling, or as though you want something from them. The default face in public is simply neutral. It is not unfriendliness. It is just not how strangers communicate here. I found this out early on. Walking along the Explanada in Alicante, I did what any Canadian would do: smiled at the people I passed, held doors open, or offered a brief nod of acknowledgment. The responses ranged from puzzled to entirely absent. It took me a while to understand that I was not being received as friendly. I was received as slightly strange. Once I understood this, the behaviour I had mistaken for coldness in Spaniards made complete sense. They are not cold. They simply do not perform warmth for strangers. When you know someone, the warmth is genuine and generous. It just has to be earned first.

There is one exception worth noting. In small shops, waiting rooms, and elevators, it is entirely normal to say hola or buenos días when you enter, and hasta luego or adiós when you leave, even to people you have never met. This is not contradictory. The non-smiling-at-strangers rule applies on the open street. The greeting-when-you-enter-a-space rule applies in enclosed social settings. Once you absorb both, you are entering the Spanish culture.

They are looking at you

Most of us Canadians are taught not to stare. If you make accidental eye contact with a stranger, you glance away quickly to signal you were not prying. In Spain, people consider direct and sustained eye contact completely normal, and they do not consider looking someone up and down with open curiosity rude. It is just curiosity. Spaniards will look at you. They will look at what you are wearing. If you are doing something slightly unusual, they will watch for longer than a Canadian would ever find comfortable. 

The first instinct for a Canadian is to feel judged, or to wonder if something is wrong. Nothing is wrong. This is simply how curiosity is expressed here. In fact, when a Spaniard is engaged in conversation with you, sustained eye contact is a sign of respect and attention. Looking away or glancing at your phone while someone is speaking is considered genuinely rude in Spain, which is the opposite problem from staring. The eyes are doing a lot of work in Spanish social interaction, and once you understand the code, it becomes less unsettling.

Personal Space and the Two-Kiss Greeting

Spaniards stand close. Considerably closer than Canadians are accustomed to in conversation. They are also physically expressive, touching an arm to make a point, a hand on the shoulder in camaraderie, casual physical contact that in Canada would signal a closer relationship than you actually have. None of this is invasive in intent. It is simply how people relate here. The social radius is smaller, and the physical warmth that goes with it is genuine rather than performative.

The greeting between people who know each other, or who are being introduced for the first time, is the dos besos, two kisses, one on each cheek. You do not actually kiss the cheek. You touch cheeks and kiss the air beside them. Always lean to your left, so your right cheek meets their right cheek first. This applies between women and between a man and a woman. Two men typically shake hands, although in some social settings the dos besos applies there as well. If you go in for a handshake when a kiss is expected, it creates an awkward moment that both of you will remember. When in doubt, follow the lead of the other person.

The Noise

Spain is loud. Not aggressively, not angrily, just loud! Conversations at a bar sound like arguments to a Canadian ear. Families at the next table sound like they are having a crisis. The laughter is big, the gestures are large, and the volume in a full restaurant on a Saturday evening can be genuinely startling when you are not used to it. Spaniards speak passionately even when talking about entirely routine subjects. It is a sign that they are engaged. I was reminded of my time in Quebec City, where patrons in the restaurants were truly enjoying themselves at such a high volume that I had to shout to my wife, who was sitting just across from me so she could hear me! The French call it joie de vivre. The Spanish call it amor por la vida

I found that my ADHD brain fits in quite well. In Spain, interrupting in conversation is not considered rude. It means you are following along, that you are interested, that you have something to add. Long pauses and politely waiting your turn can actually read as disinterest or shyness in Spain. The conversational rhythm is faster and more overlapping than in Canada, and if you wait for complete silence before you speak, you may be waiting a long time. Jump in! It is expected!

Time Works Differently Here

Canadians are monochronic about time. The hour on the clock is the thing that matters, and arriving at the agreed time is a basic form of respect. Spain is what researchers call a polychronic culture. Time is evaluated as a combination of the hour and the surrounding circumstances. If something important is happening, the clock is secondary. An invitation to arrive at eight o’clock means somewhere between eight and nine, and showing up exactly at eight means you will be standing alone while your host is still getting ready.

This applies to social situations, not necessarily to formal appointments. Doctors, government offices, and business meetings operate closer to Canadian clock time. But in everyday social life, the Spanish relationship with time is more elastic, and trying to impose Canadian punctuality expectations on it will only frustrate you. Go with it! The food will still be warm and the wine will still be poured. But if you need repairs done, windows cleaned, or you are standing by a store waiting for it to open after siesta time, you may find your patience wearing thin. If you hear, mañana lo hago, “I’ll do it tomorrow”. “Tomorrow” may be next week, or next month, or not at all. We waited for weeks to get our fridge repaired. If you push, it only makes things worse. So, I learned to just go with the flow, offer a gentle reminder, and continue to wait. 

Stop Saying Sorry

Canadians apologize constantly. Sorry is our verbal reflex, our all-purpose social softener, our way of moving through shared space without friction. Sorry for being in someone’s way. Sorry for asking a question. Sorry for interrupting. Sorry for existing in the same aisle of the grocery store at the same time as another person. In Spain, this volume of apology is genuinely baffling. Spaniards are direct, they say what they mean, and they do not apologize for ordinary occupancy of space. A constant stream of apologies reads as either anxious or insincere, and neither is the impression you want to make.

Bump into someone on a narrow street and keep walking. That is normal. The streets in the old part of Alicante were not built for two people to pass comfortably, and everyone understands this. Asking a shopkeeper a question does not require a preamble of an apology. Directness is not rudeness in Spain. In fact, the elaborate Canadian softening of every request can actually slow things down in a shop or a government office, where people are waiting for you to simply say what you need. Perdón, paso, means “excuse me I need to pass” such as on a bus. But it is more likely that you will hear only, paso, as they push past you to the exit door. 

Even businesses and government personnel rarely, if ever, offer an apology, even if one is deserved. The lack of ‘niceties’ in speech felt rude to this Canadian, but an emphatic ‘no!’ can be perfectly normal here. 

Emails to professionals, are an exception. They should always start with something similar to “I hope this email finds you well”. It is considered respectful and rude if you just jump into your questions or responses from other emails directed to you. 

How You Dress Matters

In the bigger cities, you will not see Spaniards running errands in sweatpants. Athletic wear stays in the gym. Even for a quick trip to the market or a coffee with a friend, people dress with a degree of care that would feel like an effort for most Canadians on a Saturday morning. This is not about fashion in the expensive sense. It is about self-presentation as respect, for yourself and for the people around you. Clothing here signals that you have taken the situation seriously, even if the situation is just buying bread. It reminded me of the days in Kelowna, B.C., where Mother had us ‘dress-up’ just to go downtown to shop. No blue jeans or running shoes allowed!

In Alicante, there is a coastal relaxation to this that makes it more forgiving than Madrid or Barcelona. Linen trousers and a clean shirt will carry you almost anywhere. A well-maintained casual look is entirely acceptable. What will mark you immediately as a tourist is the full North American outdoor recreation outfit: hiking boots, cargo shorts, branded fleece, and a baseball cap worn in a restaurant. Dressing slightly better than you think you need to will earn you considerably more respect and perhaps better service, and will help you feel less like a visitor over time.

What is not tolerated in places like Alicante is wearing swimwear while walking the streets of the city. You can be fined from €300 up to €700. If the Policía Municipal approaches you, for wearing swimwear, they will ask for ID. If you have none, they can detain you for up to six hours while they check you out. The fine is registered and if not paid, can create problems when you return to Spain. But...pay the fine right away, and they may well discount the fine. 

Family is the centre of everything

If there is one thing that organizes Spanish society at its deepest level, it is family. Not in the abstract, aspirational sense that Canadians talk about family values, but in the concrete, daily, structural sense. Spaniards often live close to or with their parents well into adulthood. Sunday lunch is a serious institution, a multigenerational gathering that can run from two in the afternoon until well into the evening, and sometimes right through to early the next morning. Children are out late at restaurants and in the plaza because the family goes where the family goes, and the children and even their pets are part of it.

This has implications for how social life works here. People are warm and sociable, but their deepest social world is their family network. Building genuine friendships with Spanish locals takes longer than Canadians are accustomed to, not because Spaniards are unfriendly, but because the social slots are already filled by an extensive family and long-term neighbourhood network. The warmth you will encounter at the bar or the market is real. Moving from that warmth into actual friendship requires time and patience and usually begins with some involvement in local life, a neighbourhood association, a sport, a language exchange, or simply being a regular face at the same bar or café for long enough that you stop being a stranger.

The Street Is the Living Room

Life in Spain happens outside. The plaza, the promenade, the bar terrace, these are not supplementary spaces. They are where daily life is conducted. In the evenings, particularly in spring and autumn when the temperatures are perfect, Alicante’s Explanada fills with families doing the paseo, the evening stroll that has no particular destination and no particular schedule. People walk, they stop, they talk, they sit. Children run ahead and double back. Older couples move at their own pace. Nobody is going anywhere in particular. The walk itself is the point.

Parks and public squares are designed for interaction. Benches face each other. There are often older men playing cards or dominoes at outdoor tables in the shade. Many parks have exercise equipment and play areas for the kids. The bars spill out onto the sidewalk. The architecture of the city is arranged around the idea that people want to be outside, together, without any particular agenda. This is deeply different from the Canadian default of private space, the backyard, the rec room, the quiet suburb where life happens behind closed doors

What Not to Talk About
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