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Overseas Athlete Guide: Spain 

The Legal Framework in Spain 
1. Employment Contracts 
In Spain, professional athletes are employees under Spanish labor law (Estatuto de los 
Trabajadores) and the specific Royal Decree governing the employment relationship of 
professional athletes (RD 1006/1985). Your contract is governed by both. 

•​ Spanish labor law provides strong employee protections. Athlete contracts are 
fixed-term, tied to the season, and must be registered with the Spanish basketball 
federation (FEB) and the ACB. 

•​ The ACB (Liga Endesa) is widely regarded as the strongest domestic basketball league 
in Europe. 18 teams compete in a 34-game regular season (October through May), 
followed by playoffs. 

•​ Import roster rules in the ACB are based on EU/non-EU distinctions. Teams can register 
a limited number of non-EU (extracomunitario) players, typically two. EU passport 
holders have no restrictions. Many American imports obtain EU passports through 
Cotonou Agreement countries or dual citizenship to avoid counting against the non-EU 
quota. 

•​ Your 12-man game roster must also include a minimum number of homegrown players 
(jugadores de formación) who spent at least three years in a Spanish club’s youth 
system between ages 14 and 20. 

•​ Termination clauses (cláusulas de rescisión) are standard in Spanish sport. If a club 
wants to release you early, the contract terms dictate what they owe. If you want out, the 
buyout clause applies. 

If it is not in writing, it does not exist. Get everything documented: salary, payment 
dates, housing, flights, car, insurance, bonuses, buyout clauses, and termination 
terms. 

2. Work Visa and Residency 
As an American (non-EU) athlete, you need a work visa and residency permit to play in Spain. 

•​ Your club handles the work authorization process. They apply for your work permit 
through the Spanish immigration authorities. 

•​ You apply for a National Type D visa at the Spanish consulate in the U.S. before 
traveling. Required documents: passport, employment contract, work permit approval, 
health insurance, criminal background check, and medical certificate. 

•​ Upon arrival in Spain, you must register at the local Oficina de Extranjería and obtain 
your NIE (Número de Identidad de Extranjero), your foreign identification number. The 
NIE is essential for everything: opening a bank account, signing a lease, paying taxes, 
and daily life. 
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•​ You must also register on the municipal census (empadronamiento) at your local town 
hall (ayuntamiento) within 30 days of arrival. 

•​ Residence permits for employment are typically valid for one year, renewable. 

•​ If you switch clubs mid-season, your work permit and residency paperwork may need 
updating. 

Spain is part of the Schengen Area. Your residence permit allows visa-free travel 
to 26 other European countries. But overstaying or working without authorization 
can result in fines, deportation, and Schengen-wide entry bans. 

3. Taxes 
Spain has a progressive income tax system (IRPF) that combines national and regional rates. 

•​ Resident tax rates for employment income are progressive: from 19% on the first 
€12,450 up to 47% on income above €300,000. The exact rates vary slightly by 
autonomous community (region). 

•​ Non-residents pay a flat 24% on Spanish-source income (19% for EU/EEA residents). 

•​ Social security contributions total approximately 6.5% for employees and 30.65% for 
employers. These are significant and reduce your take-home pay. 

•​ Many import contracts are structured as net salary deals, with the club covering taxes 
and social security. Confirm whether your deal is gross or net before signing. 

•​ Spain’s Beckham Law (Régimen de Impatriados) allows qualifying new residents to pay 
a flat 24% on Spanish-source income up to €600,000 for six years. However, 
professional athletes are explicitly excluded from the Beckham Law. This is a common 
misconception. 

•​ The Spanish tax year runs January 1 to December 31. Returns are filed between April 
and June of the following year through the Agencia Tributaria. 

You must still file U.S. taxes as an American citizen. The U.S.-Spain tax treaty 
helps avoid double taxation via Foreign Tax Credits (Form 1116). If foreign bank 
balances exceed $10,000, file an FBAR. If foreign assets exceed $200,000, file 
FATCA Form 8938. 
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Healthcare and Insurance 
Spain has an excellent public healthcare system (Sistema Nacional de Salud). As an employee 
enrolled in the social security system, you have access to public healthcare. 

•​ Public healthcare in Spain is high quality, especially in major cities. Hospitals are 
well-equipped and staffed. 

•​ Once registered with social security, you receive a health card (tarjeta sanitaria) that 
gives you access to public healthcare services. 

•​ Wait times for specialists and non-emergency procedures can be long in the public 
system. Many residents and expats supplement with private insurance. 

•​ Your club should provide or arrange private health insurance as part of your contract. 
Confirm coverage for sports injuries, rehabilitation, dental, and specialist care. 

•​ Pharmacies (farmacias) are well-stocked and pharmacists can advise on minor ailments. 
Look for the green cross sign. 

•​ Emergency care is available 24/7 at public hospitals regardless of insurance status. 

Do not assume club insurance works like U.S. team insurance. You may need to 
manage referrals and reimbursements. Keep every receipt and medical document. 
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Laws and Everyday Regulations That Surprise 
Americans 
1. Drug Laws 

•​ Cannabis is decriminalized for personal use in private spaces in Spain, but it is illegal to 
consume in public, sell, or traffic. 

•​ Cannabis social clubs exist in some regions (notably Catalonia and the Basque 
Country), but these operate in a legal gray area and are not relevant to professional 
athletes. 

•​ Drug testing by clubs and leagues is standard. A positive test can trigger contract 
termination and league sanctions. 

•​ Cocaine and other hard drugs are strictly illegal with severe penalties. 

The fact that cannabis is partially decriminalized does not make it safe for 
professional athletes. Club drug testing, league regulations, and the public nature 
of your role mean a positive test can end your season and your career in Spain. 

2. Police and Public Conduct 
•​ Spain has multiple police forces: Policía Nacional (urban/national), Guardia Civil 

(rural/highways), and regional police in Catalonia (Mossos d’Esquadra) and the Basque 
Country (Ertzaintza). 

•​ You should carry your NIE card or passport at all times. Police can request identification. 

•​ Public intoxication, while common in tourist areas, can result in fines. 

•​ Noise laws are enforced, especially in residential areas. Late-night noise complaints are 
taken seriously. 

3. Driving 
•​ Spain drives on the right (same as the U.S.). 

•​ The blood alcohol limit is 0.05%, lower than the U.S. (0.08%). Random breath tests are 
common. 

•​ Speed cameras and traffic fines are widespread and automated. 

•​ An International Driving Permit is required alongside your U.S. license for the first six 
months. After that, you may need to exchange for a Spanish license. 

•​ Toll roads (autopistas) connect major cities and can be expensive. 

•​ Parking in cities like Madrid and Barcelona is limited and expensive. Many areas have 
restricted traffic zones (ZBE/Zona de Bajas Emisiones). 

4. Employment Protection 
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•​ Spanish labor law provides strong protections. Termination without cause requires 
severance. 

•​ The specific athlete employment law (RD 1006/1985) governs your contract and 
provides dispute resolution mechanisms. 

•​ FIBA’s Basketball Arbitral Tribunal (BAT) handles international basketball contract 
disputes. 

5. Gambling 
Sports betting is legal and heavily marketed in Spain. As a professional athlete, you are 
prohibited from betting on your own sport under league rules and Spanish law. 
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Cultural and Lifestyle Differences 
1. Basketball Culture 
Spain is arguably the strongest basketball country in Europe. The national team has won 
multiple EuroBasket titles, FIBA World Cups, and Olympic medals. The ACB is consistently 
ranked as the top domestic league in Europe. 

•​ Real Madrid and FC Barcelona are two of the most successful clubs in European 
basketball history, with multiple EuroLeague titles and massive global fanbases. 

•​ The ACB has an average attendance of over 6,600 per game, with eight arenas holding 
10,000+ fans. 

•​ Spanish basketball emphasizes team play, tactical execution, and fundamentals. The 
style is more structured and cerebral than the NBA. 

•​ The Copa del Rey (mid-season cup tournament played over one weekend) is one of the 
most exciting events in European basketball. 

•​ Playing well in Spain creates visibility across all of European basketball. Scouts from 
EuroLeague and EuroCup teams watch the ACB closely. 

Spain is the gold standard for European basketball. The expectations, the competition, and the 
spotlight are all elevated. 

2. Daily Life and Social Culture 
•​ Spanish life runs on a different clock. Lunch is typically 2:00–3:30 PM. Dinner starts at 

9:00–10:00 PM. Nightlife begins after midnight. 

•​ The siesta tradition is fading in cities but still influences business hours. Many shops 
close from 2:00 to 5:00 PM, especially outside major urban centers. 

•​ Spaniards are warm, social, and family-oriented. Building relationships takes time but 
once established, they are genuine and lasting. 

•​ Spanish communication is direct but expressive. People talk with their hands, speak 
loudly, and interrupting is not always considered rude. 

•​ Learning Spanish is essential. While English is more common in tourist areas, daily life, 
especially with teammates, staff, and in smaller cities, happens in Spanish. 

•​ Regional identity is strong. Catalonia, the Basque Country, Galicia, and Andalusia all 
have distinct cultures, and in some cases, languages. 

3. Food and Drink 
•​ Spanish food is exceptional. Tapas culture means eating small shared plates across 

multiple bars and restaurants. 

•​ Meal times are later than in the U.S. Do not expect to find restaurants serving dinner 
before 8:30 PM. 
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•​ Quality and freshness are prioritized. Markets (mercados) are everywhere and excellent. 

•​ Tipping is not expected. Leaving small change or rounding up is appreciated but 
15–20% tips are not the norm. 

•​ Wine is affordable and excellent. Beer (caña) is cheap. Alcohol is part of social life but 
heavy drinking is frowned upon. 

•​ Coffee culture is strong. Café con leche is the standard. Drip coffee is rare. 

4. Housing 
•​ Most clubs provide housing for imports. Confirm details: location, size, furnishing, 

utilities, internet. 

•​ If arranging your own housing, you will need your NIE to sign a lease. 

•​ Security deposits (fianza) are typically one to two months’ rent. 

•​ Air conditioning is important in southern Spain (Andalusia, Murcia, Valencia). Heating 
matters in northern Spain and Madrid in winter. 

•​ Apartments in Spain are generally smaller than American equivalents but well-designed. 

5. Cost of Living 
•​ Spain is more affordable than France, the UK, or Germany. Madrid and Barcelona are 

the most expensive, but still cheaper than Paris or London. 

•​ Smaller ACB cities (Burgos, Manresa, Gran Canaria, Tenerife, Málaga, Murcia) are 
significantly cheaper. 

•​ Groceries and dining out are affordable. A full lunch menú del día (set menu) costs 
€10–15 at many restaurants. 

•​ Public transport in Madrid and Barcelona is excellent (metro, buses, commuter rail). 
Other cities rely more on buses and walking. 

•​ Mobile phone plans are affordable. Major carriers: Movistar, Vodafone, Orange. Budget 
options: Simyo, Lycamobile. 

6. Time Zones 
Spain is 6 hours ahead of the U.S. East Coast and 9 hours ahead of the West Coast. 

•​ Same as France. Evening calls in Spain align with afternoon in the U.S. 

•​ WhatsApp is the dominant messaging app in Spain. Download it before arriving. 
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Spanish League Structures and Tiers 
Top Tier: Liga Endesa (ACB) 
18 teams. 34-game regular season. Top 8 to playoffs (quarterfinals best-of-three, semis and 
finals best-of-five). Bottom two relegated. The gold standard of European domestic basketball. 

•​ Two non-EU (extracomunitario) players allowed per roster. No limit on EU passport 
holders. Minimum homegrown player requirements. 

•​ Major clubs: Real Madrid, FC Barcelona, Baskonia (Vitoria-Gasteiz), Valencia Basket, 
Unicaja Málaga, Joventut Badalona, Gran Canaria, Tenerife, UCAM Murcia, MoraBanc 
Andorra, Manresa, Girona, Zaragoza, Breogán Lugo, Burgos, Betis Sevilla, and others. 

•​ League revenues were approximately €40 million in 2025, with DAZN and Endesa as 
major partners. 

•​ The ACB requires significant financial commitments for entry: €3 million inbound for new 
clubs, €1.7 million deposit, and a 5,000-seat minimum arena. 

Second Tier: Primera FEB (formerly LEB Oro) 
The second division. Top team and promotion playoff winner earn promotion to ACB. Quality 
and organization vary by club but several Primera FEB clubs are well-run professional 
operations. 

Third Tier: Segunda FEB (formerly LEB Plata) 
The third tier. More varied in quality. Some clubs are semi-professional. Due diligence on the 
specific club is critical. 

Regional Leagues 
Below the national tiers, Spain has extensive regional league systems. These are generally 
amateur or semi-amateur and are not typical destinations for American imports, but they exist as 
part of the broader basketball ecosystem. 

The ACB is elite. Primera FEB is solid professional basketball. Below that, 
research the club carefully. Spain’s basketball pyramid is deep but quality drops 
off significantly below the top two tiers. 
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Salary Protection and Late Payment Enforcement 
Spain’s ACB is generally one of the more financially reliable leagues in European basketball, but 
financial instability can occur at smaller clubs, particularly those recently promoted or operating 
on tight margins. 

•​ Top clubs (Real Madrid, Barcelona, Baskonia, Valencia) pay on time and professionally. 
Smaller clubs carry more risk. 

•​ Your contract should specify exact payment dates, methods, and late-payment penalties. 

•​ If payments are late: formal email to club, copy agent, escalate to ACB league office, 
then FIBA BAT. 

•​ Spain’s labor courts (Juzgados de lo Social) handle employment disputes and are 
accessible to employees. 

OverseasX takeaway: Spain is generally reliable at the ACB level, but protect yourself 
with detailed contract terms. The lower you go in the league pyramid, the more important 
your due diligence becomes. 
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How to Structure Financial Accounts 
•​ Spanish bank account (requires NIE, passport, proof of address). Your club should help 

facilitate this. 

•​ Multi-currency account (Wise, Revolut) for EUR-to-USD conversion. 

•​ U.S. home base account for savings and stability. 

•​ FBAR required if foreign balances exceed $10,000. FATCA if assets exceed $200,000. 

OverseasX takeaway: Get your NIE as early as possible. It unlocks everything: bank 
accounts, leases, phone contracts, and tax registration. 
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Legal Risks Overseas Athletes Should Prepare For 
1. Contract Disputes 

Disagreements over salary, buyout clauses, or termination terms. FIBA BAT and Spanish labor 
courts are your recourse. 

2. Tax Surprises 

Regional tax variations, social security contributions, and U.S. filing obligations. The Beckham 
Law does not apply to athletes. 

3. Visa and NIE Delays 

Spanish bureaucracy can be slow. NIE appointments are notoriously difficult to book. Start early. 

4. Injury Coverage Gaps 

Check private insurance coverage for sports injuries, rehab, and specialist care. 

5. Drug Testing 

Even in Spain’s more relaxed social environment, a positive drug test ends your professional 
career. 

6. Club Financial Instability 

Research clubs, especially recently promoted or lower-tier teams, before signing. 
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Key Takeaways for American Athletes 
Read your contract carefully. Every clause. Every buyout term. 

Confirm your visa and NIE process early. Spanish bureaucracy requires patience. 

Understand gross vs. net salary, especially given social security and regional tax 
variations. 

Know that the Beckham Law does not apply to professional athletes. 

Hire a cross-border tax accountant. 

Confirm health insurance coverage for sports injuries. 

Learn Spanish. It is not optional in this market. 

Understand the non-EU player quota. If you do not have an EU passport, your spot is 
limited and valuable. 

Embrace the culture: late meals, social warmth, regional pride, and passionate 
basketball. 

Keep documentation of everything. 
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Regional Personality Breakdown: Spain 
Spain’s regional identities are among the strongest in Europe. The day-to-day feel changes 
dramatically depending on where you land. 

 

1. Madrid 
ACB Team: Real Madrid 

Crowd vibe: Real Madrid is the most successful basketball club in European history. The 
WiZink Center holds 15,000+ fans. The atmosphere for big EuroLeague and ACB games is 
among the best in European sport. 

Lifestyle pace: Madrid is Spain’s capital and largest city. Fast, cosmopolitan, and endlessly 
entertaining. World-class museums, nightlife, restaurants, and culture. 

Climate: Hot dry summers, cold winters by Spanish standards. The season spans both. 

Common trap: Madrid never sleeps. The nightlife and social scene can consume your focus. 

Fanbase type: Demanding, knowledgeable, and accustomed to winning. Anything less than 
excellence is noticed. 

 

2. Catalonia (Barcelona / Badalona / Manresa / Girona) 
ACB Teams: FC Barcelona, Joventut Badalona, Baxi Manresa, Girona 

Crowd vibe: Barcelona’s Palau Blaugrana is iconic. Joventut has one of the most passionate 
fanbases in Spain. Catalan basketball culture runs deep. 

Lifestyle pace: Barcelona is a world-class coastal city. Beach, culture, food, and nightlife. 
Smaller Catalan cities offer quieter, community-focused experiences. 

Climate: Mediterranean. Mild winters, warm summers. Comfortable year-round. 

Common trap: Barcelona’s lifestyle and tourism energy can distract. Catalan identity and 
language are important to understand and respect. 

Fanbase type: Passionate, proud of Catalan identity, knowledgeable. 

 

3. Basque Country (Vitoria-Gasteiz) 
ACB Team: Baskonia 
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Crowd vibe: Baskonia (formerly Caja Laboral/Saski Baskonia) is one of the top clubs in Spain. 
The Buesa Arena has a hostile, electric atmosphere. Basque fans are intense and 
knowledgeable. 

Lifestyle pace: Vitoria-Gasteiz is a small, clean, walkable city. Green, affordable, and 
community-oriented. Excellent food culture (pintxos). 

Climate: Cool and rainy. Greener and wetter than most of Spain. 

Common trap: The city is small. If you need big-city energy, it can feel limiting. But the 
basketball culture compensates. 

Fanbase type: Fiercely loyal, intense, and proud of Basque identity. 

 

4. Mediterranean Coast (Valencia / Málaga / Murcia) 
ACB Teams: Valencia Basket, Unicaja Málaga, UCAM Murcia 

Crowd vibe: Valencia Basket plays in La Fonteta, one of the loudest arenas in Spain. Unicaja 
has a proud history. UCAM Murcia brings energy. 

Lifestyle pace: Mediterranean lifestyle at its best. Beach, sun, great food, and a pace of life 
that balances energy with relaxation. 

Climate: Warm and sunny for most of the season. Hot summers. 

Common trap: The beach and social scene can erode discipline. Stay focused on routine. 

Fanbase type: Passionate and emotional. Big highs, big lows. 

 

5. Canary Islands (Gran Canaria / Tenerife) 
ACB Teams: Gran Canaria, Tenerife 

Crowd vibe: Island basketball with passionate fanbases. Both clubs have been competitive in 
the ACB and in European competition. The atmosphere is warm and community-driven. 

Lifestyle pace: Island life. Warm year-round, beaches, and a relaxed pace. Tourism is central 
to the economy. 

Climate: Subtropical. Warm and pleasant year-round. 

Common trap: Island isolation. Away game travel involves flights to the mainland (2.5+ hours). 
Fatigue accumulates. 

Fanbase type: Community-driven, proud of island identity. 
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6. Andalusia (Sevilla / Granada) 
ACB Teams: Real Betis Sevilla, Coviran Granada 

Crowd vibe: Andalusian fans are expressive and emotional. Basketball is growing in the region, 
with Betis returning to the ACB for 2025–26. 

Lifestyle pace: Andalusia is warm, social, and culturally rich. Flamenco, tapas, and a pace of 
life that prioritizes enjoyment. Sevilla and Granada are beautiful, historic cities. 

Climate: Hot summers (40°C+ in Sevilla). Mild winters. The season starts warm and cools into 
winter. 

Common trap: The social warmth and slow pace can lull you into complacency. Stay 
disciplined. 

Fanbase type: Passionate, social, and community-oriented. 

 

7. Northern Spain (Galicia / Asturias / Cantabria) 
ACB Team: Breogán Lugo 

Crowd vibe: Northern clubs are community institutions. Breogán in Lugo has a passionate, 
tight-knit following. 

Lifestyle pace: Green, rainy, and Celtic-influenced. Excellent seafood. Slower pace. Less 
tourism. 

Climate: Cool, wet, and green. Unlike the Spain most Americans picture. More similar to the 
Pacific Northwest. 

Common trap: Weather and isolation can test mental health. Prepare for gray skies. 

Fanbase type: Loyal, community-driven, tough. 
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Fanbase Personality Decoder 
Demanding and knowledgeable: Expect excellence. They have seen the best and will judge 
you against that standard. 

Fiercely loyal: Regional identity runs deep. Buy into the culture and you are embraced. 

Passionate and emotional: Big highs, big lows. The mood swings with the score. 

Community-driven: The team is the town. Off-court behavior matters. 

 

How to Verify the Vibe Fast 
Ask five imports who played in that city the same five questions: 

•​ What is the crowd like after a loss? 

•​ How do they treat imports during a bad stretch? 

•​ Does the club pay on time? 

•​ Is the club organized day to day? 

•​ What is the biggest lifestyle trap? 

If three out of five give the same answer, that is the truth. 
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Final Notes: Read This Before You Sign 
Spain is the gold standard of European domestic basketball. The ACB is the best league on the 
continent. The basketball culture is deep, the fans are passionate, and the quality of life is 
outstanding. Playing in Spain is a credential that carries weight across the entire European 
basketball landscape. 

But Spain also demands adaptation. The language is essential. The schedule runs on a different 
clock. The bureaucracy requires patience. And the competition is relentless. 

The athletes who thrive in Spain are the ones who learn the language, respect the culture, 
protect themselves with solid contracts, and bring genuine passion to both the court and the 
community. 

If you are reading this while deciding, use it like a checklist. If you are reading this after you 
signed, use it like armor. 

The goal is to play well, get paid, stay healthy, and leave Spain with an experience that elevates 
your career. 

 

Spain is elite, passionate, and uncompromising. 

But excellence does not replace preparation. 
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