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The slow death of Spain’s two-hour lunch breaks
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No more two-hour lunch breaks: the
slow death of Spain's menu del dia

Restawants offering fixed-pnce hree-cowse
mends have been a comerstans of the country’s
urban life for decades, buf fourism, shorter lunch
breaks and gentnfication have put them
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1 Food is at the heart of Spanish culture. From
social life to business deals, everything revolves
around foad — above all, lunch. How did Mariano
Rajoy, then prime minister, react in 2018
when faced with an unprecegented vote of n¢
confidenca? He went to lunch. For eight hours.

2 The three-course ment del dia (menu of the day)
has been the comerstone of Spanish cuisine
and social e for generations. Consaquently,
the restaurants serving these mentis — generally
low on aesthetics and high on value for monay
— have been a feature of the urban landscape.
Now, though, their existence s thregtened by a
combination of rising rents, changing tastes and
working hours, tourism and gentrification.

3 The fixed-price meng de/ dia as we know it
was introduced in the mid-1960s 1o ensure an
affordable meal was within reach of all Spaniards.
All of these restauranis had to offer one until the
law changed in 2010.

4 These famiy-run establishments soon deécame
a fixture for millions of Spaniards who had long
days.typicaljwmdngﬁunSmm2pmam4m
to 7.30 pm, but who coukdn't go home for lunch.

5 But now working fife has changed. Fewer people
spiit the work day with a two-hour break for lunch.
“People are realizing that an hour is long encugh
for lunch.” says José Luis Casero, president of
the National Commission for the Rationalzation
of Spanish Schedules, which campaigns against
the long working day, seen by many as outmeded
and inircal to work-life balance.

§ Furthermore, a decreasing percentage of

Spaniards have full-tme jobs or any job at all.

Trade unions estimate that 33% of jobs created

since 2012 have been temporary and a high

proportion are also part-ime. Deliveroo riders
and others in the gig economy do not get paid
lunch braaks.

Restaurants serving mends del dia often make

just enough to maintain the families that run them

-}

— the catering equivalent of subsistence farming
When owners retire, the next generation can be
reluciant to take over.

8 Al over Spanssh cities, family restaurants are
peng reborn as 3 kebab shop or, in tourist areas,
a tapas bar. “There are cartainly fewer mends
del dia in major Spansh cities than there were
15 years ago, but then again, there are fewer
Spanish and Catalan restaurants,” says Sally
Davies. author of the Time Cut guides to Madnd
and Barcelona.

9 “There's been a huge proliferation of Asian and
South American restaurants, in particular, and
those are less likely to hoaour the
meny tradition.”

10 Twenty years age, a vegetarian nsked dying of
hunger i Spain; now many restaurants ofier
vegetarian or even vegan options. Sushi and
kebabs arrved about 15 years ago, raman within
the last five and poke bol le$S than two years ago.

11 In central Barcelona, on top of rising rents,
existing licences are changing hands at an
average of €350,000 because the city authortes
are no longer issuing new licences. Opening a
new restaurant in the popular Ciutat \ella area
would cost around €1m, and consequently,
the days are numbered for independent
estabishments

12 Joan Fumaz, head chef at La\olta reslaurant
in Molins de Rei near Barcelona, agrees. "My
bosses are invesiors,” he says. “You get a befler
return on your money from 2 restaurant than from
2 bank, maybe 6 to 7% compared 10 1%.

13 Nevertheless, Fumaz believes mend culture has
acapted and made a bit of a comeback since the
financial ¢risis hit. "In 2006, the place | workeC
at didn't offer a mend del dia because we were
all nouveau riche and ordering a meny was for
poor people,” he says. "But it came back when
companies withdrew staff credit cards. At LaVelta,
we offer two dishes for €12.50 - six dishes to
choose from.”

14 But in some places, tradition endures. Bar
Restaurant Cervantes in central Barcelona has
survived by not changing at all. Just around
the corner from city hall and with Mayor Ada
Colau a regular, Cervantes has been a
family-run restaurant since the early 1580s. It
s now managed by the Esteve sisters: Glora.
Cristina and Gemma. The €13 mend of classic
Spanish and Catalan dishes is chalked up on 2
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board in Catalan. It changes with the saasons but families. ‘I grew up right here; it's a family
only slightly. restaurant. All kinds of people eat here, from
15 *1 cook more or kess what mmy mother cooked.” executives to builders. There are people who
says Giéria. *| know what | know and peopie like oome to Cervantes for the first fime and say:
that It's all homemade.” "Wow, | didn't know this sort of place stil existed
16 “We dorit mind if tourists come, but we don't O s .
need to make an efort to allract them,” adds © Guardien News and Modia 2019

Gemma, who says Cervantes supports five First pubiished in The Guavdian, 11/11/19




