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Presentation 
 
Marc Serra 
Councillor for Citizen Rights and Participation at Barcelona City Council 
 
 
There is nothing new about foreign nationals arriving in Barcelona to develop their life plans. In the 
20th century, the people arriving in the city mostly came from other parts of Spain. But from the 
1980s onwards, a significant number of people from Latin America and Northern Africa started to 
arrive. It was in this context that the Care Service for Immigrants, Emigrants and Refugees 
(SAIER) was created in Barcelona, with the aim of welcoming and providing support for migrants, 
asylum seekers and refugees arriving in the city. 
 
Over thirty years have passed since then, during which time profound, structural changes in this 
area have occurred in the city. In 2000, there were about 46,000 foreign nationals registered as 
residents in the city, or 3.5% of Barcelona's population. By 2020, there were 360,000 registered 
foreign nations, which represents 21% of all city residents.  
 
Therefore, in regard to migration and refuge, the challenges facing municipal services and policies 
have changed. Although local administrations do not have formal jurisdiction over immigration and 
refuge, municipalities are responsible for providing support and accompanying all city residents, 
whatever their origins. For this reason, beyond state legislation, public policies and services aimed 
at managing the arrival of foreign nationals can only be properly conceived and implemented if this 
is done at a local, urban level. 
 
The City of Barcelona has a long history of promoting public policies and services aimed at 
sheltering migrants and refugees. In recent years, we have experienced situations that are 
unprecedented in recent history, such as the so-called “refugee crisis”, which started in 2015. It 
was then that SAIER's care work started to increase, rising from just over 2,000 asylum seekers in 
that year to over 9,500 by 2019. This change has been a challenge for Barcelona. In response, the 
city created Nausica, a pioneering programme to support asylum seekers who, on leaving the 
Spanish Asylum Programme, had not achieved a sufficient level of personal and economic 
autonomy. The programme provided support in the areas of housing, vocational integration, legal 
advice, psycho-social support, language training and schooling. Furthermore, the Refuge City 
Network was created, which is currently formed by around twenty cities all over Spain. It aims to 
share good practices and begin politically effective processes in order to jointly tackle these 
challenges. 
 
In addition to the challenge posed by the growth in the number of asylum seekers in Barcelona 
since 2016, over 90% of asylum applications are rejected, which means that tens of thousands of 
city residents end up being in an irregular administrative situation. Administrative irregularities are 
a serious impediment to their chances of developing any kind of life project. For this reason, 
Barcelona City Council has promoted active resident-registration policies, especially in the last five 
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years, with the aim of ensuring that all city residents have access to basic rights such as health 
and education, whatever their current administrative situation may be. Meanwhile, the City Council 
continues to promote actions that focus on closing the Foreign Nationals Internment Centre (CIE) 
in Barcelona, a paradigmatic centre for the European migration policy, which is opaque and offers 
internees no rights, while we work hand in hand with organisations that defend human rights in the 
city, providing legal and psycho-social support for the internees. In parallel with the actions carried 
out at a state level, aimed at attaining the necessary changes and relaxation of legislation 
concerning foreigners, Barcelona City Council has promoted various programmes, such as 
employment plans or funding to stimulate recruitment, focusing on the regularisation of these 
people's administrative situation, thereby combating the social, economic and administrative 
exclusion they are subjected to. 
 
The irruption of Covid-19 in 2020 caused a social and economic crisis of as yet unknown scope, 
which has hit people in vulnerable situations particularly hard, including migrants and refugees. 
Home and care workers and young migrants who are alone or have left care are two of the groups 
that have been most affected by the current context. This problem is being addressed by a series 
of more intensive support policies, run by the other responsible administrations. 
 
It is often these groups that suffer serious stigmatisation, which incites hate speech and social and 
institutional racism. For this reason, Barcelona City Council has reinforced municipal resources 
such as the Office for Non-Discrimination (OND) and has intensified collaboration with social 
organisations within the framework of the Discrimination Observatory –which currently has twenty-
two member organisations that work towards non-discrimination–, the Human Rights Resource 
Centre (CRDH) and the Anti-Rumour Network, formed by three hundred and ninety organisations 
and over six hundred individuals. Similarly, in 2020, the City Council produced the study La clau 
pot ser un nom (The Key Could Be a Name), concerning racial discrimination in access to housing. 
The study revealed that people with names of Arab origin had 20% fewer opportunities for gaining 
access to housing than people with Spanish or Catalan names. The objective of these services 
and tools is to support the victims of discrimination and to discover the extent of discrimination in 
our city, in order to co-produce, with the affected groups and organisations specialising in this area, 
a series of transformative public policies aimed at eradicating the scourge of discrimination and 
hate speech. In addition to providing support, in discrimination situations where sufficient evidence 
can be obtained, Barcelona City Council also initiates sanctioning procedures, as in the case of 
fines imposed for discrimination in access to housing due to racial reasons. 
 
When designing public policies addressing migrants and refugees and the fight against 
discrimination, Barcelona City Council has always had the support of Barcelona's Municipal 
Immigration Council (CMIB), made up of nearly sixty migrant organisations and associations, which 
accompany asylum seekers and refugees, as well as local-resident associations, civic and cultural 
associations and trade unions, which together constitute a forum of joint governance and joint 
production of public policies. Through the CMIB, Barcelona City Council has ceaselessly called for 
greater support and funding from the Spanish Government and the European Union, in order to 
develop more decent, comprehensive refuge policies. 
 
In this issue of the Barcelona Societat magazine, we analyse these and other questions relating to 
migration. The current challenges concerning migration and refugees are far from minor, but rather 
those of an open, complex and diverse city such as Barcelona. Ultimately, they are the challenges 
of a city that is growing thanks to its diversity and wishes to be a place of freedom and rights for 
each and every resident, whatever their origins.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

7 
 

28 

Barcelona 

Societat 
Journal on social knowledge and analysis 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Foreword 
 
Bru Laín and Albert Sales 
 
 
Migration – population movement whereby one or more people move geographically more or less 
permanently – is not a new phenomenon. For thousands and thousands of years, people have 
moved from one country to another or changed city, region or even continent for various reasons: 
forced to do so by climate change, for reasons to do with the search for food, to flee wars, civil 
strife or persecution, to find a safer place to live or work, and so on. These days, we tend to think 
there are more migratory processes than before and that, as a result of globalisation, there are 
now many more displaced persons. History shows us, however, that there has always been 
migration (both of ‘who goes’ and ‘who comes’) and that, if anything, what is changing is the our 
conception of them. For example, during the first two decades of the 20th century, migratory 
movements were perceived very differently and in a more ‘natural’ or ‘justified’ way than now, given 
that, among other reasons, the passport – the formal and administrative requirement that accredits 
us as a migrant – is a post-1918 invention motivated by the enormous population movements 
caused by the First World War. 
 
The conception we have of this phenomenon today, however, is substantially different and, 
unfortunately, much more negative. We associate migration, above all, immigration (people ‘who 
come’) with people trying to gain access to ‘our country’ for economic needs. Accordingly, 
administrative constraints, such as the passport, and legal regulations, such as the European 
reception regulations, seem more ‘normal’ to us, because the prevailing logic dictates that ‘there 
isn’t enough room for us all here’. But we forget that there are currently over 2.5 million Spanish 
people living abroad (more than half of whom are aged between 20 and 34) and that in 2017 alone, 
nearly 80,000 had to emigrate in search of a (better) future. The situation is the same but viewed 
from a double and contradictory standard. 
 
In short, both public opinion and legal, national and international directives increasingly tend to 
blame migrants for their (bad) luck and consequently demand they demonstrate their vulnerability 
to assess whether they are worthy of our respect for their rights, such as freedom of movement, for 
example. However, satisfying this procedure is not usually enough for regularising the situation of 
newcomers who, in the vast majority of cases, and living badly ‘from procedure to procedure’, end 
up expanding the list of the most vulnerable and excluded groups in our societies. To put an end to 
this situation, in May 2020, various citizen initiatives were made public around Europe calling for 
the extraordinary regularisation of all those people in European territory who were in an irregular 
situation from an administrative point of view. 
 
In the case of the Spanish State, the campaign ‘Regularisation now’ rallied up to 900 organisations 
and other entities of all kinds around the demand for giving work and residence permits to the 
nearly 600,000 people who it is estimated are living in a situation of administrative irregularity in 
our country. Among other arguments, this campaign denounced the fact that, during the pandemic, 
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a large part of the essential and necessary tasks for sustaining our society were being done by 
people of various origins who, paradoxically and unfairly, found themselves in a situation of 
extreme exclusion and vulnerability because of their administrative situation.  
 
Despite the repeated use of slogans such as ‘Let no one be left behind’, the inequalities and 
injustices caused by the migratory control system were there to be seen from the first days of 
lockdown at the start of March 2020. Official registered unemployment is the problem everybody 
talks about but the real drama does not even appear in daily newspapers. The halt to the informal 
economy, the abuses to which a large part of the migrant workers working in it are subjected to 
and their consequent lack of legal, economic and labour rights was the first, and most dramatic 
symptom of the unequal impact that the new crisis has had on thousands and thousands of people. 
The Covid-19 pandemic and the drastic social and economic measures adopted to contain it have 
helped to make it more obvious than ever that there are people walking the streets who are afraid 
of being stopped by the police simply because of their physical appearance, who lack full health 
cover, who cannot benefit from a temporary lay-off or who have no right to continue receiving part 
of their wages in ‘black’ (undeclared) money, who cannot aspire to any social protection because 
administratively they do not exist, who cannot vote, who have not access to decent housing, and 
so on. 
 
These and other problems associated with migration are clear above all in the urban environment, 
i.e. where the system’s contradictions and their consequences materialise and take a more explicit 
and experiential shape. Thus, migration, and the social, economic and political context in which it 
takes place, have a decisive influence on the social reality of cities. In fact, they help to give shape 
to them and make them as they are. That is why we felt it was more than necessary to devote this 
issue of Barcelona Societat to the question of migration and to the many expressions it takes in the 
city framework. In other words, to think of migration and migratory processes from the city and in 
the city. In that regard, and given that it is a very topical and important question, we felt it was 
necessary first of all to approach it from a broad perspective, the so-called refugee crisis and the 
framework that the various European and Spanish regulations impose on cities when it comes to 
managing the arrival of refugees and migrants. The Mediterranean has become a graveyard to 
which European law and geostrategic balances do nothing but send more and more corpses. We 
also wanted to analyse how both the financial crisis and the current crisis caused by Covid-19 
impact on migratory movements and residential patterns in our city which attracts many people but 
at the same time expels people to other places. Likewise, and looking beyond the present crisis, 
we also wanted to focus especially on the situation of migrant women who work in the domestic 
sphere, both their living conditions and the reality of their social and work situation, given that this 
is one of the most vulnerable groups in the city and, consequently, a good indicator for 
understanding the reality of immigration and how the public authorities respond to it. We also 
believe that it is important to ask ourselves about the situation of unaccompanied foreign minors as 
they are becoming the target of hate speech and one of the topics that most attracts the attention 
of the press and of populist forces. For that reason, it is important we analyse the phenomenon of 
minors in our city calmly, serenely and thoroughly. In the same vein, we did not want to forget the 
question of the foreign national internment centres (CIE in Spanish and Catalan) which 
unfortunately deprive a good number of Barcelona’s inhabitants of their liberty and violate their 
most basic rights. We also believed it was interesting to analyse how local associations and 
residents in general view the phenomenon of immigration and how, through everyday use of the 
word and the construction of discourse, very specific collective images of immigrants and the 
groups they comprise are created. 
 
In addition, we felt it relevant to study some specific cases of public policies or more concrete and 
specific social projects which, in one way or another, are concerned with more focused but now 
less important questions. First of all, we asked ourselves what legal or labour mechanisms 
Barcelona has at its disposal for ensuring that people in an irregular administrative situation can 
gain access to the world of work, the real door to full citizenship and achieving the most basic 
rights. Some years ago, the city launched a number of programmes in that regard, so we need to 
ask ourselves how far they have got, what they have achieved and what remains to be done from 
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now on. Given that the kinds of discrimination that lots of people suffer because of the colour of 
their skin or where they come from are many and complex, we want to contribute some data and 
information on what his phenomenon is like in Barcelona and we also wanted to analyse the work 
and objectives of the city’s Discrimination Observatory. Very closely linked to this last point, we 
believed it was important to analyse the so-called ‘Anti-rumours Strategy’, a successful city 
strategy with a ten-year history that has become a national and international benchmark for 
combating stereotypes of migrants and their descendants. Rumours, calculated or not, are the 
prelude to racist discourse and attitudes, and spread easily. They are therefore a source of 
concern not only for the public authorities but also for all the citizens organised in this network. 
Lastly, we have crossed one of the city’s biggest problems, housing, with the phenomenon of 
immigration and asked ourselves to what extent newcomers, for the mere fact of having a foreign 
name or surname, suffer exclusion from the city’s housing market. 
 
Due to a lack of space, it is impossible to deal with all the problems, all the phenomena and all the 
questions related to migration in a single issue of Barcelona Societat. Nevertheless, this limitation 
has now prevented us from tackling those we considered the most important when analysing this 
phenomenon: migratory policy and refugees, young people, women workers, legal-police 
repression, housing and many others. This issue of Barcelona Societat provides some important 
information and well-considered reflections on these issues. However, its aim is not to resolve all 
these problems in one go but rather to help us to understand their urban dimension and, from that 
starting point, contribute to finding solutions. We hope you benefit from it and enjoy reading it. 
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The Mediterranean: border necropolitics 
 
Blanca Garcés Mascareñas. Senior CIDOB researcher 
bgarces@cidob.org, @blancagarcesmas 
 
 
This article takes a historical look at how the Mediterranean has become a border based on 
the normalisation of death: since the shipwreck off the coast of Lampedusa in 2013 to the 
deafening silence concerning the deaths (by omission) in the latest disaster in April 2021. 
During the early years, the central question was how to save lives, although the way this 
response was framed has changed year by year. In recent years, in a process that may have 
been accelerated by the pandemic, saving lives is no longer the question. The state has 
started to act (or not act) openly and without subterfuge, even when its actions violate their 
own legislation. In this context, the article ends by asking what the role of cities has been 
(including the city of Barcelona) and what qualities all refuge cities should have in order to 
be considered as such, both in the area of international politics and on a more local and 
practical scale. 
 
 
Introduction 
‘The sea is full of dead bodies (…). There is no more room, neither for the living nor the dead’.  
 
These were the words of the Mayor of Lampedusa, Giusi Nicolini, when 366 people died off the 
island’s coast, on 3 October 2013. The image of hundreds of coffins lined up in an airport hanger 
are from that day. So are the cries of ‘Murderer! Murderer!’ shouted at Angelino Alfano, the then 
vice-president of the Italian government and Minister of Home Affairs. 
 
Over two years later, on 18 April 2015, a fishing boat with more than 800 people on board capsized 
in the Strait of Sicily. 28 people survived and the rescue teams recovered 24 bodies. The others 
disappeared without trace. Matteo Renzi, then prime minister of Italy, called for an immediate 
response: ‘Twenty years ago, we and Europe closed our eyes to Srebrenica. Today, we cannot 
close our eyes again, only to remember it later on’. 
 
Since then, thousands of people have died in the Mediterranean. Not counting the missing, there 
were 4,054 registered deaths in 2015, 5,143 in 2016, 3,139 in 2017, 2,299 in 2018, 1,885 in 2019 
and 1,417 in 2020. Nearly 18,000 deaths in 6 years. The latest major disaster occurred on 22 April 
2021, when nearly 130 people died at some point along the route between Libya and Italy. This 
time, their deaths barely made the news. Neither did the fact that no official maritime rescue 
service was launched to help them (not from Libya, Malta or Italy), in spite of repeated calls for 
help.  
 
As De Genova states (Garelli i Tazzioli, 2017: 5), in a certain way, the normalisation of death in the 
Mediterranean has led to its naturalisation as a border. But this is not only the naturalisation of 
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death. It is the indifference to these deaths and the acceptance that, effectively, the right of states 
to ‘defend’ their borders, avoiding or containing illegal arrivals, comes before the duty (of both 
states and individuals) to help people in danger. This latest disaster has shown, now shamelessly 
and without subterfuge, that those people were left to die. This is precisely what is meant by 
‘border necropolitics’: when these deaths form part, or are considered as collateral damage, of 
non-arrival policies. 
 
This article takes a historical look at how we have reached this point: since the 2013 shipwreck off 
the coast of Lampedusa to the deafening silence concerning the deaths (by omission) caused by 
the latest disaster in April 2021. During the early years, the central question was how to save lives, 
although the way this response was framed has changed year by year. In recent years, in a 
process that may have been accelerated by the pandemic, saving lives is no longer the question. 
The state has started to act (or not act) openly and without subterfuge, even when their actions 
violate their own legislation. In this context, the article ends by asking what the role of cities has 
been (including the city of Barcelona) and what qualities all refuge cities should have in order to be 
considered as such, both in the area of international politics and on a more local and practical 
scale. 
 
1. Maritime rescue (2014) 
The first people to save lives in the Mediterranean were fishermen and the captains of merchant 
vessels. Vessels of the Italian coastguard arrived soon afterwards. Although their aim was border 
security and control, they could not elude their duty to save lives on the high seas. For example, in 
1997, the Italian coastguard alleged the impossibility of returning people to Tunisia, because their 
duty, established in international maritime law, was to help migrants in difficulties and take them to 
the Italian coast. From then on, the coastguard’s resources increased. Although the coastguard’s 
purpose continued to be border control, saving lives was also one of their priorities. It was not part 
of the official discourse, but it was established in its regulations, and they put that into practice.  
 
However, the shipwreck on 3 October 2013 changed politics (also in its discursive aspect) and 
policies. Since that day, the need to save lives became one of the main priorities. Cecilia 
Malmström, the then European Commissioner for Home Affairs, stated that this was not the 
Europe they wanted. Beyond its declarations, the Italian government responded by launching 
Operation Mare Nostrum, which represented a considerable increase in resources for patrolling the 
international waters of the Strait of Sicily.  
 
Furthermore, Operation Mare Nostrum also involved the Italian state’s return to maritime rescue 
operations, as it assumed a monopoly on the rescues, i.e. for coordinating operations and 
distributing arrivals among the various ports. It is interesting to note that this leading role for the 
state permitted and even encouraged the entrance of non-state players. In fact, NGOs returned to 
the Mediterranean under the umbrella of Operation Mare Nostrum. Under state coordination, they 
were able to take part in rescue operations without fear of being accused of human trafficking. 
 
Operation Mare Nostrum lasted just over a year, from 18 October 2013 to 31 December 2014, with 
a final balance of over 170,000 rescued people. In spite of attempts to Europeanise it at both a 
political and financial level, the European Union only accepted half-heartedly. The British 
government was one of the main opponents, alleging that an Operation Mare Nostrum at a 
European level would have a pull effect and encourage migrants to risk their lives. Here the 
argument was turned upside-down: while saving lives was still the main theme, now it was used to 
justify the opposite policy. In other words, the end of rescue operations, even more controls and 
deporting people to countries like Libya and Turkey. 
 
Knowing that they would not be rescued or that they would be deported immediately, who would 
put their lives at risk? A journalist summarised this as ‘Drown an immigrant to save an immigrant’, 
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in the British newspaper The Telegraph1. The argument is that more control and more deportations 
mean fewer embarkations and, therefore, fewer deaths. This was how the humanitarian discourse 
and border security ended up joining forces. The result was the European Operation Triton, with far 
fewer resources, which basically focused on border control. 
 
2. The fight against traffickers (2015)  
The second major tragedy, on 18 April 2015, once again changed politics and policies. The mea 
culpa pronounced by Jean-Claude Juncker, who was then President of the European Commission, 
was absolute. In a parliamentary debate, Juncker admitted that bringing Operation Mare Nostrum 
to an end had been a mistake, with a high cost in human lives. Consequently, he announced that 
he would triple the budget, to reach the level of Operation Mare Nostrum. According to him, this 
would re-establish ‘what had been lost along the way’, returning to ‘normality’2. Not only in terms of 
the budget, but also intention. Frontex focused the operations on rescue and went beyond the 
territorial area of the member states, including international and even Libyan waters. 
 
But the most direct result of the events of 18 April was the launching of Operation Sophia, which 
also aimed to ‘save lives’, but this time not in a ‘search and rescue’ mode, but rather in a ‘fight and 
combat trafficking’ mode. In the image and likeness of Operation Atalanta, which aimed to bring an 
end to piracy in the Horn of Africa and the Indian Ocean, Operation Sophia’s main objective was to 
identify, capture and destroy the boats used by traffickers. 
 
Therefore, in a little under two years, there was a triple course change. First, protection was no 
longer guaranteed through rescue and disembarkation on the Italian coast, but rather by 
preventing migrants from leaving the North African coast. Rescue therefore began to be 
‘preventative’, by leaving them on dry land. Second, the objective was no longer the migrants, but 
rather the boats that were transporting them. Third, in terms of discourse, the blame was placed on 
the traffickers. The argument was that destroying their vessels would save the migrants from falling 
into slavery. The more inhumane and savage the other side (the traffickers) were presented, the 
more humane and free from responsibility the European border was seen. Once again, the 
disjunctive between humanitarianism and border security was overcome: controlling the border and 
fighting against traffickers was the best way to ‘save lives’. 
 
This same focus was reinforced with the action plan against illegal migrant trafficking, which came 
into force in May 2015. The plan justified the fight against traffickers, not only as facilitators for 
illegally crossing the border, but also as exploiters and abusers of migrants. But the argument goes 
even further: above all, the traffickers’ lack of scruples would explain the border deaths. According 
to the document: ‘in order to maximise profit, the traffickers often load hundreds of migrants onto 
boats that are not seaworthy (...). Many migrants drown at sea, suffocate in containers or die in the 
desert’3. In this way, the European Union seemed to stop feeling responsible.  
 
Things therefore went from Juncker’s mea culpa to denouncement: from rescue to the fight against 
traffickers, from saving lives at sea to saving lives preventively by leaving them on dry land. 
 
3. Outsourcing control and protection (2016) 
While in April 2015 attention was focused on the route between Libya and Italy, most of the million 
people who entered Europe illegally during that year did so through the Greek-Turkish border. This 
meant that the political focus turned from the central to the eastern route. In this context, it is 
necessary to understand the agreement between the European Union and Turkey, signed on 18 
March 2016. 

                                                
1. Read more at https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/politics/11192208/Drown-an-immigrant-to-save-an-immigrant-why-
is-the-Government-borrowing-policy-from-the-BNP.html 
2. Juncker’s speech can be viewed at https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/SPEECH_15_4896 
3. The plan can be viewed at: 
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/meetdocs/2014_2019/documents/libe/dv/com_com(2015)0285_/com_com(2015)028
5_es.pdf. 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/politics/11192208/Drown-an-immigrant-to-save-an-immigrant-why-is-the-Government-borrowing-policy-from-the-BNP.html
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/politics/11192208/Drown-an-immigrant-to-save-an-immigrant-why-is-the-Government-borrowing-policy-from-the-BNP.html
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/SPEECH_15_4896
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/meetdocs/2014_2019/documents/libe/dv/com_com(2015)0285_/com_com(2015)0285_es.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/meetdocs/2014_2019/documents/libe/dv/com_com(2015)0285_/com_com(2015)0285_es.pdf
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Legal experts insist that it was more of a press release than an agreement. The Luxembourg Court 
of Justice defined it as an informal agreement between Turkey and the member states, rather than 
with the European Council, so that in February 2017 it declared that it lacked the jurisdiction to 
evaluate it. These two factors turned the EU-Turkey agreement into an oxymoron: as implacable 
for asylum seekers it was imposed on, as insubstantial (as in almost non-existent) for courts of 
justice. 
 
With this agreement, Turkey promised to readmit all the people arriving illegally at the Greek coast. 
In exchange, the member states accepted to resettle one Syrian citizen for every Syrian returned 
to Turkey. Furthermore, the European Union promised to accelerate the process for liberalising 
visas for Turkish citizens and increase financial aid for receiving refugees in Turkey (from €3,000 
million to €6,000 million). The message was clear: those interested in reaching Greece illegally 
would be immediately returned, while those who waited patiently in Turkey would have the chance 
to enter in their stead. 
 
The agreement failed on two of its main cornerstones: one year later, there had not been any 
massive deportations from Greece to Turkey (fewer than 1,000 Syrians returned), nor had legal, 
safe means been initiated for entering the EU from Turkey (fewer than 3,000 resettled people). The 
number of illegal arrivals to Greece had been reduced drastically: from 1,740 a day, a few weeks 
before the agreement, to 47 one month after it. In this sense, the agreement served to seal the 
European Union’s eastern border. If leaping into the sea was still the only option for requesting 
asylum in Europe, how do you explain this reduction in the number of arrivals? 
 
Because the agreement between the EU and Turkey represented one step further in the EU’s 
policy of outsourcing migratory control. In exchange for money and the (unfulfilled) promise to 
reopen the visa liberalisation process, Turkey promised to control the European Union’s external 
borders and to house the refugees that the member states were unwilling to accept. The long 
history of agreements between Spain and African countries, but especially with Morocco, 
demonstrates that outsourcing migratory control is indeed effective, basically because it is easier to 
prevent arrival than to return migrants once they are inside. And because these states act with 
greater impunity and, therefore, with greater efficiency. 
 
But beyond outsourcing migratory control, the reduction in the number of arrivals cannot be 
understood without taking into account what happened within the European borders. In the months 
prior to the agreement with Turkey, the internal Balkan borders were progressively closed, 
following the example of countries such as Austria, Hungary and Germany. These border closures, 
together with military controls and highly-aggressive immediate, or hot, deportation, turned the 
corridor to Central and Northern Europe into an almost insurmountable wall. 
 
With the Balkan route closed, Greece (until then a place of transit) became a final destination. This 
was especially true for people arriving after the agreement between the EU and Turkey, who 
witnessed how, from one day to the next, they became trapped on the islands. According to the 
European Commission, this geographical restriction was necessary in order to ensure their 
immediate return to Turkey or their countries of origin. Faced with return (which is always difficult in 
practice), the only alternative was to request asylum in Greece, with everything that implied in 
terms of long and uncertain procedures, often within a reception system that was clearly 
inadequate. 
 
4. Outsourcing rescue and criminalising the NGOs (2018) 
With the closure of the Greek-Turkish border, the focus (political and media) turned towards the 
central route, which recorded the highest number of illegal arrivals to Europe in 2016 (181,436) 
and in 2017 (119,369). In 2018, migratory pressure moved to the southern Spanish border, with 
55,206 illegal arrivals recorded that year, compared with 23,122 arrivals in Italy and 30,706 in 
Greece. It is this context, especially from 2018 onwards, that we witness a double process: the 
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outsourcing of rescue to the coastguards of southern countries and the criminalisation of the NGOs 
that save lives in the Mediterranean. 
 
The outsourcing of rescue was all about reducing maritime rescue teams in Italy and Spain. For 
example, throughout 2018 and 2019, maritime rescue on the southern Spanish border suffered 
major budgetary cutbacks, a prolonged breakdown of its search radars and structural deficiencies 
involving rescue personnel and vessels. The lower the rescue capacity of northern countries, the 
more responsibilities and resources for those in the south. Therefore, in 2018, Libya regained its 
SAR (Search and Rescue Region) while its coastguard received training and funding from the 
European Union and its member states. 
 
The logic behind reinforcing southern coastguards and reducing the capacity and responsibilities of 
those in the north is clear: if migrants are rescued from the south, they can be returned to the 
south. This is exactly what outsourcing rescue is seeking; to facilitate what a European vessel 
cannot do because of the ‘non-refoulement’ principle, i.e. return people to unsafe third countries. 
We could ask whether handing migrants over to southern coastguards is not an indirect way of 
doing the same thing. On this point, at a political and even a legal level, it is often concluded that 
whatever happens ‘over there’ is none of our business. 
 
Along with reinforcing southern coastguards, in recent years we have witnessed the progressive 
criminalisation of rescue NGOs. They have been accused of ‘favouring clandestine immigration’ 
and ‘collaborating with traffickers’. In the case of the central route, the NGOs have also been 
pursued for not collaborating with the Libyan coastguard. From this perspective, it doesn’t matter 
who is behind the coastguard or under what conditions the rescues are carried out. It is a question 
of jurisdiction and now – the authorities argue – the jurisdiction is theirs. 
 
Two examples of these accusations are the cases of the Iuventa, a rescue vessel belonging to a 
group of German activists, and the Open Arms, belonging to the Badalona NGO. In the former, the 
Italian authorities confiscated the vessel in July 2017, accusing them of working with the traffickers, 
having supposedly received the immigrants with the aim of taking them to Europe. In the latter, the 
vessel Open Arms was retained in Sicily in March 2018, also for promoting illegal immigration, but 
this time accusing them of not collaborating with the Libyan coastguard. 
 
This criminalisation of the NGOs is not unique or exclusive to the central route or the Italian 
government, at that time dominated by the then Minister for Home Affairs, Matteo Salvini. In 2019, 
the Open Arms was retained in the Port of Barcelona, allegedly for technical reasons. With public 
opinion especially favourable to ‘saving lives in the Mediterranean’, the Spanish government (the 
same one that had welcomed the Aquarius a few months earlier, after it was excluded from Italian 
ports) retained the vessel, although without Salvini’s political posturing and alleging technical 
reasons, with the aim of stifling the matter through administrative channels. 
 
We stated that the NGOs returned to the Mediterranean under the umbrella of Operation Mare 
Nostrum to help or work under the coordination of Italian authorities. The subsequent progressive 
withdrawal of the Italian government and the European Union led to the NGOs gradually taking 
their place. While in 2015, they carried out around 14% of the rescues in the Mediterranean’s 
central route, by 2017, that figure had risen to above 40%4. Since 2019, as a result of this 
criminalisation and with various legal processes ongoing, there are hardly any NGOs left in the 
Mediterranean. The sea has become a desert. All that are left are merchant vessels and the 
southern coastguards.  
 
5. Island prisons on the border (2016-2021) 
With the agreement between the EU and Turkey, the refugee camps on the Greek islands became 
black holes for basic rights. The media and the main local and international organisations have 
                                                
4. ‘The war of attrition that Italy is waging against the NGOs in the Mediterranean ’, El País (15 May 2018). 
https://elpais.com/internacional/2018/05/13/actualidad/1526242362_443394.html 

https://elpais.com/internacional/2018/05/13/actualidad/1526242362_443394.html
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systematically denounced this: from overcrowding and winter temperatures without hot water or 
heating (who doesn’t remember the tents in the snow), to the lack of hygiene, limited nutrition, 
inadequate medical assistance and high levels of insecurity in the camps. In recent years, these 
conditions have deteriorated (even more) given the increase in the number of arrivals and the 
increasingly restrictive criteria used for transferring the most vulnerable people to the continent.  
 
This is not due to a lack of capacity or resources. According to some experts, in 2015 and 2016, 
Greece was the main source of the humanitarian response in this story, if we measure it in cost per 
beneficiary. In reality, the conditions in Turkish refugee camps are better. During these years, the 
Greek authorities have argued that they don’t want to become the backyard of Europe, which is 
why they refuse to deploy a more long-lasting infrastructure. More or less explicitly, the European 
authorities blame it on the inefficiency of the Greek authorities. But neither of them seem very 
worried about it, which leads to the conclusion that they don’t feel they are doing wrong: the 
situation in Greece has a clearly dissuasive effect on those who could arrive in the future. 
 
Two policies are behind these border island prisons: the policy of return, where being able to apply 
it means retaining recent arrivals in geographically enclosed spaces, and the poverty policies, 
which are based on the assumption that the worse the welcoming conditions, the fewer arrivals 
there will be. These same policies, which are European policies, have also been applied in the 
Canary Islands since 2020. It is precisely these policies, and not the increase in the number of 
arrivals, that are causing the reception crisis in those border locations. 
 
We said above that the agreement between the EU and Turkey failed in its return policy. Most of 
the people who arrived in the Canary Islands in 2020 and 2021 have not been returned either. 
Among other things, these low percentages are due to the fact that the countries of origin and 
transit don’t always cooperate (even when there is an agreement). Furthermore, there are currently 
two more reasons for not doing so: first, the restrictions on mobility, imposed because of the 
pandemic – we are thinking about Morocco, for example. And secondly, an increasingly indignant 
population that is starting to blame the authorities for their silence and their responsibility for the 
deaths. The most recent and obvious example is Senegal.  
 
The other feature that characterises these island prisons are the policies of poverty which tend to 
turn the reception systems into authentic black holes for basic rights. Legal assistance and the 
right to the protection of refugees and minors often fail. The reception conditions also fail. This is 
not a minor issue. The ‘Directive on the revised standards of reception’ (Directive 2013/33/EU)5 
obliges member states to guarantee standards that ‘provide applicants with a suitable standard of 
living that ensures subsistence and the protection of their basic physical and psychological health 
(Article 17.2). 
 
Lastly, these containment policies not only affect the immigrants, but also the population as a 
whole. The misery of those who live (poorly) in the camps also ends up affecting the lives of those 
who are living outside them. With the feeling that the EU government has abandoned them, the 
latter tend to blame all of their problems on the immigrants. It is a war between the poor and the 
forgotten. It is a conflict without end, given that the solution is not in either of their hands. Even 
though this happens in geographical margins, there are no contention policies that work here, 
given that, sooner or later, their effects (in the form of votes for the extreme right wing) reach the 
geographical centre. 
 
In this regard, Lesbos, Samos, Ceuta and Melilla – and now the Canary Islands, too – all have in 
common that they are contention areas on the external borders of the European Union. Beyond 
retaining immigrants, these ‘island cages’ – as Ana Oramas, the Coalició Canària MP at the 
Spanish Parliament, called them – contain many of the crises that are currently affecting Europe: 
the demographic crisis of an empty or emptied Europe that expels its young people; the economic 
crisis of those areas affected by deindustrialisation or globalisation processes, which are often 
                                                
5. Accessible at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/ES/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32013L0033&from=ES 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/ES/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32013L0033&from=ES
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excessively dependent on the monoculture of tourism; the political crisis of a general public who 
feel neglected by their political representatives; and lastly, the migratory crisis, which may be the 
least serious, but at the same time it is the most visible, and consequently migrants tend to 
become scapegoats for all the others. Undoubtedly, these are too many crises for such a small 
space. 
 
6. The brazen border (2020) 
Since 2020, coinciding with the Covid-19 pandemic, the Greek government has stopped looking for 
subterfuges. They definitively took off their mask and started operating with a bare face. In 
February of that year, the Greek government decided on a brutal response to those people who 
were trying to cross the border in the River Evros area. At the beginning of March, Athens decided 
to suspend the right to asylum. These unprecedented measures were justified in two ways. Firstly, 
they employed the old argument that illegal entry justifies illegal return, i.e. without having to 
guarantee such basic rights as access to international protection. Secondly, these measures were 
also justified using the logic of war. Brussels accused Erdogan of using refugees as a weapon of 
war, but did not hesitate to legitimise the Greek government’s brutal response in the same way: ‘I 
thank Greece for acting as the shield of Europe’, said Von der Leyen, the President of the 
European Commission at the end of her visit to the area. Without the chance of requesting asylum, 
the migrants became targets that were easily ‘arrestable’ and ‘deportable’. Fear of the pandemic 
also made it possible to justify what had previously been unjustifiable: from the closure of refugee 
camps to the withdrawal of the NGOs providing humanitarian aid.  
 
In August of the same year, various media outlets reported the news (with strong proof) that the 
Greek government had abandoned dozens of refugees at sea in floating tents, expecting the 
Turkish coastguard to return them to Turkey. In breach of international law, as they had not been 
given access to asylum procedures. They had been embarked and abandoned at sea, under the 
cover of night and at the hands of people wearing masks. These are illegal practices of a Greek 
state that has definitively lost all shame. Behind the Greek government, we once again find the 
European Union. Based on graphic material and emails from various sources, the German 
magazine Der Spiegel denounced the involvement of Frontex in various of these immediate, or hot, 
deportations. 
 
In 2020, along with these hot, illegal and brutally conducted deportations, there was also news 
about deaths in the central Mediterranean due to the omission by the coastguards of the nearest 
countries. As we said above, the shipwreck of 21 April, with 130 deaths, is the most flagrant 
example. Neither Rome, nor La Valletta nor Tripoli responded to their pleas for help. A Frontex 
aircraft is said to have approached, but it did not send any warning message. The Ocean Viking, a 
humanitarian vessel belonging to the French organisation SOS Mediterranée, and three merchant 
vessels went to their rescue. However, by the time they arrived, it was too late. They were only 
able to recover 13 bodies. 
 
In short, five years after the badly named ‘refugee crisis’, the violation of basic rights doesn’t seem 
to give anyone pause for thought. Faced with the disjunctive of which comes first, the right to life 
(and a decent life) or the right of states to defend their own borders, the balance seems to have 
tipped towards the latter. It doesn’t matter how many reports denounce something which is not only 
morally reprehensible, but also absolutely illegal. It seems that the states do not care, such is their 
feeling of impunity. It is no longer necessary to pretend. The illiberality of the so-called liberal 
democracies is now undeniably evident.  
 
7. And where are the cities in all of this? 
In 2015, with the arrival of over a million asylum applicants, during the refugee-reception crisis in 
Europe, many cities assumed a predominant role. Although asylum is entirely a matter of national 
jurisdiction, the saturation of reception systems led many local administrations to launch alternative 
services. Many Italian cities, for example, developed local policies to respond to the presence of 
asylum seekers on their streets, either because they were in transit to other countries or waiting to 
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formalise their applications or, having done so, hadn’t met the necessary criteria for entering the 
state reception systems.  
 
In other cases, solidarity actions carried out by the general public preceded the policies. For 
example, in Berlin, over 150 initiatives for receiving recently-arrived refugees were created. In 
these cases, local administrations tended to assume coordination roles among the various citizen 
initiatives. The relationship was not always easy: over time, the citizen initiatives were displaced by 
public services and recognised social organisations, with a definition of who could be assisted and 
to what degree, which was often much more restrictive. 
 
But since 2015, cities – those that proclaimed themselves to be refuge cities, and evidently not all 
of them are; they may even be a minority – took an important step: while up until that moment 
municipalities had dedicated themselves to managing their cities, developing policies that were 
more or less within their jurisdiction and more or less aligned with national policies, in the context 
of the 2015 reception crisis, some cities started to confront their national governments, also in the 
area of border politics and policies. For example, in August 2015, the Mayor of Barcelona, Ada 
Colau, denounced the European Union and its member states for their ‘shameful policies’ and 
called insistently for cities to have a more important role in the policies for receiving refugees. 
 
With regard to the deaths in the Mediterranean, some cities denounced their own governments and 
offered their ports (symbolically, as it was not within their jurisdiction) to humanitarian rescue 
vessels that did not have permission to disembark. For example, throughout the spring and 
summer of 2018, Italian cities like Palermo and Naples denounced the policy of the Italian Minister 
of Home Affairs, Matteo Salvini, against the maritime-rescue NGOs, and other cities such as 
Barcelona and Valencia called for the Spanish socialist (PSOE) government to open their ports. 
These are examples of how, in recent years, some European cities have become political subjects, 
this time also in matters of border control and migratory policies. 
 
Barcelona has been especially active in denouncing deaths in the Mediterranean and supporting 
Open Arms, the maritime-rescue NGO. For example, in 2019, the City Council signed an 
agreement with Open Arms to finance their rescue operations in the central Mediterranean (with 
nearly €500,000). At the beginning of 2021, Barcelona City Council joined the Open Arms case 
against Matteo Salvini, who ordered the blockade of the rescue vessel during the summer of 2019, 
when it had 130 shipwreck survivors on board. Together with Open Arms, the City Council claimed 
economic and moral damages. 
 
8. And would cities do any better? 
In this context, to what extent do or could cities represent an alternative? To what extent, as 
Benjamin Barber says (2013), would cities do things better? Due to their nature, cities are different.  
 
Firstly, the nation state governs a territory while cities govern their people. While the national 
community coincides with the national territory, making the defence of borders a defence of ‘us’, 
cities are, by definition, places with a high level of mobility. Cities don’t have borders. A city is a 
group of people that live together at a certain moment in time.  
 
Precisely because of that, and this is the second difference, the urban general public is, by 
definition, more inclusive. They are people who live in a city, regardless of their origins, their 
belongings and, often, also their roles. Although the concept of citizen is, by definition, exclusive —
it includes those inside and excludes those that remain outside—, urban citizens blur the limits. 
Lastly, cities are also different when we speak about security. While migratory policies are justified 
by fear of the ‘other’ and the defence of one’s own security above the security of others, cities 
know through their own experience that long-term security can only be constructed by the inclusion 
of everyone. Inclusion is the flip side of security, as exclusion ends up being the flip side of conflict. 
 
But how can these differences form the basis of a new paradigm for the global governance of 
migrations? Externally, it is necessary to build a real alliance of cities that goes beyond political 
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posturing and the branding of each city on the international stage. Internally, it involves a real 
social policy that attenuates inequalities and combats exclusion. Only then can we stop cities from 
becoming the breeding ground for xenophobic discourses. We should not forget some exclusive 
tendencies shown by some local authorities: in France and Italy many cities have started to 
exclude foreigners and European citizens from certain social services; in Spain, some city councils 
make it difficult for illegal immigrants to officially register as city residents. 
 
It is only through a real social policy that cities can become a refuge, not only for those that are to 
come, but also for those that are already here. Cities that expel, cities that forget about part of their 
citizenry, cities that abandon, can never be refuge cities. They can declare it, they can make it a 
political question with their states.  
 
But without ‘social policies’, there are no ‘politics’ worthy of the name. 
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Just before the collapse of migration as a result of Covid-19, Barcelona was witnessing a 
new international migratory boom, one that began in 2014. This recent dramatic growth was 
linked to the current economic cycle, but was substantially different to what had taken 
place during the first decade of the 21st century. It is not only a question of an increase in 
the foreign-born population, but also a change in terms of the origin, sex and age of the 
new arrivals, and also their level of education. In this paper we look at the main 
demographic changes that have taken place in the city from the onset of the financial crisis 
in 2008 to when the pandemic hit in 2020. Particular attention will be paid to the residential 
distribution of the recently arrived migrant population which is linked to the housing market 
and the effects of the economic crisis, and also the demographic composition of 
neighbourhoods and the challenges that the city will have to face in the coming years in 
order to guarantee social cohesion. 
 
1. Introduction: growth in fits and starts 
Just before the collapse of migration as a result of Covid-19, Barcelona was witnessing a new 
international migratory boom which had begun in 2014, with rates even higher than those at the 
beginning of the millennium, which had broken all historical records. This recent dramatic growth 
was linked to the current economic cycle, but was substantially different to the increase during the 
first decade of the century which reached its peak in 2007, before falling sharply due to the deep 
recession of 2008. 
 
It is not only the increase in the number of our fellow citizens who are foreign born to a total of 
461,000 people, but also a change in terms of the origin, sex and age of the new arrivals, as well 
as their level of education, details which can sometimes be passed over. This progression has 
been eclipsed by the forced unemployment imposed by the pandemic, which appears to have 
effectively frozen the image that we have in our minds of migration and population diversity, with 
the certainties and prejudices corresponding to the beginning of the 21st century being carried 
forward intact. But apart from taking into account variation in migration flows, attention must also 
be paid to what the distribution of the recently arrived migrant population by neighbourhood has 
meant for the population of Barcelona. These are residential patterns that need to be related to the 
housing market and the effects of the economic crisis, and also to the demographic composition of 
the different neighbourhoods. In other words, we must take into account the generational 
succession as a result of birth and mortality rates, as well as migratory movements between 
neighbourhoods, both within and outside the municipality. 
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2. International migration and the economic cycle: before the pandemic6 
In 2018 and 2019, just before Covid-19 appeared on the scene, the number of new registrations in 
the municipal register of residents of migrants from other countries reached a record high, with 
more than 61,000 in 2007, 65,134 in 2018 and 75,869 in 2019 (graph 1). The observed growth has 
been steady and sustained since 2013, when a low of 34,953 arrivals was recorded. 2013 and 
2009 are the only two years when there has been a negative net migration rate, because of an 
increase in emigration, particularly in 2009, as well as a decrease in immigration, the lowest figure 
here being registered in 2013, due to the initial impact of the 2008 financial crisis. As a result, net 
migration, the difference between the number of immigrants (people coming into an area) and the 
number of emigrants (people leaving an area) throughout the year, reached the highest positive 
level since the beginning of the 21st century, a time when the recording of emigration was still 
extremely problematic. 
 

 
 
In terms of immigration from abroad, this has mostly involved people born outside Spain, the 
number of people born in Spain returning to the country being quantitatively insignificant. Thus, the 
extreme values in percentage terms of the emigration of people born in Spain was only 5.1% in 
2015, 3.4% in 2019, and 2,581 people. In contrast, the proportion of those entering with Spanish 
nationality is considerably higher, both in absolute terms (a maximum of 6,128 in 2019) and 
relative terms (10.3% of entries in 2019). 
 
With regard to country of origin, by grouping people according to continent of birth - a distinction 
has been made between the EU-15 area countries (before the enlargement to include Eastern 

                                                
6. In this paper, migration flows between the city of Barcelona and other countries are analysed on the basis of data 
from the Residential Variation Statistics (EVR). These are compiled by the National Statistics Institute (INE), and 
inform of changes in migration both within Spain and at the international level, as recorded in the municipal register of 
residents for a particular year. Given the difficulties associated with recording migration, the EVRs are not exhaustive; 
some migratory movements are recorded incorrectly (or not at all) in the municipal register, and therefore are not 
reflected in the EVR statistics. For similar reasons, data prior to 2004 is not presented in this paper, as migratory 
movements from abroad were recorded as registrations by default, as they originated outside the statistical system. 
These issues may affect the total volume of registrations, but not necessarily their basic characteristics. 
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European countries) and the rest of Europe - it can be seen that both now and since 2000 the 
greatest migration flow into the city is from the Americas (graph 2). The evolution follows the same 
pattern as that discussed above, with the migratory peak coming just before the crisis, with a total 
of 30,688 arrivals in 2006, which has been overtaken in the last two years, especially in 2019, 
when there were 38,993 arrivals. Its weight in terms of total international migration varies in the 
same way, from 52% in 2006 to a low of 36% in 2013, before rising to above 50% in 2019 (51.4%). 
Therefore, in addition to the preponderance observed, this is the flow that is most sensitive to 
economic fluctuations, and the one that ultimately determines the overall evolution. Over the 16-
year period analysed, 375,000 new arrivals were registered in the city. Eight of the fifteen most 
common countries of origin are in Latin America. In this case, the periodisation of entries is very 
different, often responding to a dramatic economic, political and social situation in the place of 
origin. Among these countries, migrants from Argentina are the most numerous, with a total of 
40,932 registrations being recorded. Over the years growth was strong and sustained, until in 2019 
Argentina became the main country of origin of foreign migrants arriving in the city. In terms of 
recent arrivals, the number of Venezuelans and Colombians has also increased substantially, as 
has the influx of Peruvians and Hondurans.  
 
In contrast, the number of people arriving from Ecuador and Boliva is below the figures recorded a 
decade ago, when these countries were the main source of incoming migration. 
 

 
 
The influx of migrants from Europe and Asia has also been considerable over the period studied, 
reaching a total of 198,000 (60% from EU-15 countries) and 175,000 respectively. The trend for 
Europeans is similar to that for people from the Americas; in the case of the EU15, the peak is from 
2015 onwards, with inflows 25% higher than in the first boom. In contrast, the pattern for Asians 
shows a certain delay when examined in relation to the patterns previously described. Arrivals 
peaked in 2010, steadily falling until 2016 when numbers once again increased, although without 
reaching the level of the previous high. 
 
Among the Europeans, the Italians and French stand out, evolving steadily over time, and also 
peaking in 2019. In terms of people originating from other countries, a fall in the number of arrivals 
from Romania should be noted. During the migratory boom at the beginning of the millennium the 
number of Romanians arriving in Spain and Catalonia was considerable, whereas today it is 
insignificant. In recent years there has been a clear increase in the number of British and Irish 
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migrants arriving in Barcelona. With regard to people of Asian origin, arrivals of people from 
Pakistan, China and India rose once again in 2019, although in the case of the first two countries, 
numbers were still much lower than those recorded in previous years. Lastly, arrivals from Africa 
follow a similar trend and were at the same level in 2019 as in 2008, although they are of 
considerably less significance from a quantitative point of view. These flows are primarily of people 
arriving from Morocco (55%) and other countries bordering the southern Mediterranean (70%: 
Algerians, Egyptians and Tunisians).  
 
As well as having led to an increase in migration outflows and a decrease in inflows, the crisis has 
brought other changes, impacting on profile in terms of age and sex, above all in the case of 
incoming migrants who took the decision to stay in the country and embark on the process of 
family reunification. In populations where men had traditionally been extremely dominant, the crisis 
has led to a rise in the number of women. The same thing occurs when we look at age: in some 
cases the number of minors has risen, and in others the number of adults.  
 
Migration from Latin America as a whole has been the least affected when it comes to composition 
in terms of sex, with women unquestionably in the majority. On the other hand, in the case of 
Africans and Asians where men predominate, there has been an increase in the number of women 
within these populations, particularly among Asians up until 2016, when the trend was reversed.  
 
If we take a look at average age, in the first decade of the century it was under thirty; there were 
hardly any differences based on origin, and it was the migrants from the former EU15 who were 
the youngest on average. Evolution here is characterised by diversification and an increase in 
average age, which during this period stands at 31, and by profound disparities between different 
countries of origin (graph 3). The fall in immigration during the crisis has been accompanied by an 
increase in the average age of Africans and Asians, as fewer young people have arrived. 
 

 
 
Lastly, data from the municipal register of residents provides us with information on the level of 
education of those registered as migrants from abroad in the city of Barcelona. Data on this 
variable has only become available recently, so it has not been possible to reflect evolution over 
time. Data from 2018 shows that 47.7% of the migrants who arrived had completed some form of 
tertiary education, a significant statistic if we take into account the fact that in Spain only 46.4% of 
25-29 year olds and just 29.2% of those over 16 have reached this level of attainment. These 
percentages are higher among women (51.7%) than men (43.7%), with sharp differences 
depending on continent of origin (graph 4).  
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The highest values can be observed among European migrants (60.1%) and those from Latin 
America (48.9%), whereas for Africans and Asians the percentage is below the average (24.2% 
and 31.5% respectively). Women have a higher level of education than men, regardless of country 
of origin, and it is among Asians that this disparity is most pronounced (41.2% of women and 
25.2% of men). The disparity between people from different countries of origin is very high. Among 
the most prominent groups, the percentage of Pakistanis and Hondurans with tertiary educational 
qualifications is very low, 9.2% and 12.6% respectively. At the other extreme are the Mexicans, 
77.5% of whom have tertiary level studies, many of them coming to the city to continue their 
education, and the French (71%). 
 
3. Residential patterns among the foreign-born population in Barcelona 
Increased migration has led to an increase in the foreign-born population. In 2020 the figure was 
461,960, which represents 27.76% of all the city’s inhabitants. If we added the descendants of 
these migrants to this, the percentage would rise to a third of the population. Despite the fact that, 
due to the inertia in population growth, it may seem that the distribution by major continental origin 
of the immigrant population resident in Barcelona (Figure 1) has not undergone any substantial 
change over the last decade, it must also be noted that there have been significant migration flows 
from certain countries, particularly those most prominent in the second wave during the new 
millennium. This means that their proportional presence within the population of each 
neighbourhood will indeed have changed, as will the age and sex profiles of the inhabitants, and 
the precise impact will depend on migratory strategies and the demographic metabolism of the 
neighbourhood in question. Together with the proportional increase in the number of immigrants, 
diversity is key, as there are nationals from 15 different countries spread over Barcelona’s 72 
neighbourhoods. These people are from countries as diverse as Argentina (in Gràcia and in 16 
more neighbourhoods), Pakistan (in El Raval and 3 more neighbourhoods), Morocco (in Torre Baró 
and 2 more neighbourhoods), France (in Pedralbes and 2 more neighbourhoods), the United 
States (in Tres Torres) and Russia (in Diagonal Mar and Frente Marítimo del Besòs), as can be 
seen in Figure 2. 
 
Overall, the distribution of people of Latin American origin (227,338), who represented the largest 
migrant population in Barcelona in 2010 and also in 2020, may seem to be much the same, with 
Argentinians both then and now at the top of the list in general terms (with just over 30,000 
residents throughout the city in 2020), and also in 17 of Barcelona’s 72 neighbourhoods, with 
Gràcia in the lead. Peru is second on the list in absolute terms; there are around 28,000 Peruvians 
living in the city, and they are the majority nationality in 15 neighbourhoods (headed by La Sagrera 
and Camp de l’Arpa del Clot). In third place are those of Colombian origin (26,500), resident 
primarily in two neighbourhoods, El Guinardó and Vall d’Hebron. However, in 2020 the numbers of 
migrants from countries that had previously been more or less absent from these lists rose 



 
 

26 
 

significantly. For example, there are now almost 25,000 Venezuelans living in the city, and they 
now form the largest migrant population in 7 Barcelona neighbourhoods (Sagrada Família being 
first on the list), and 15,000 Hondurans. Although this is a substantially lower number of people, as 
they are concentrated in certain areas, they are the majority migrant nationality in 4 of the city’s 
neighbourhoods - Horta, Porta, Les Roquetes and Verdun. But even among Argentinians who, as 
we know, are one of the ‘oldest’ migrant groups in Barcelona and for this reason are spread out 
over a wide range of neighbourhoods, we see that migration has been strongly influenced by 
factors in the country of origin (refugees fleeing the dictatorships of 1970s were the pioneers, and 
in the 21st century the corralito of 2001 are cases in point). A look at the varied composition of this 
group in terms of age gives an indication of what is changing. The number of people within this 
population over the age of 64 has risen, reaching 8.9% last year, indicating the existence of both 
older migratory flows and more recent migration driven by the neoliberal policies of former 
Argentinian president Mauricio Macri. 
 
The rest of the migrant population is extremely diverse. The 111,956 Europeans who live in the city 
are in second place; 64.7% are from Western Europe, (72,422) from countries that have long-
standing ties with the city. Currently the largest subgroups are Italians (21,490) French (17,505), 
followed by British (8,288) and German (7,423), many being grouped in the city centre - La 
Barceloneta, the old quarter, the Dreta de l’Eixample, Vila de Gràcia, and to the north of the city, 
with substantial numbers in the Pedralbes neighbourhood and the Sarrià - Sant Gervasi district. 
The composition of the Eastern European population (39,534) is mixed. Top of the list here are the 
9,000 Russians who are concentrated in the wealthier neighbourhoods such as Pedralbes, Sarrià, 
Tres Torres and Bonanova, as well as Diagonal Mar where they are the majority nationality, 
followed by Romanians, Ukrainians and Georgians, primarily in neighbourhoods such as Besòs i el 
Maresme and Sant Martí de Provençals, reflecting their lower socio-economic status. 
 
Among the 83,210 residents of Asian origin, there are almost 24,000 Pakistanis and around 20,000 
Chinese, together with 13,400 Filipinos and 8,000 Indians. This variety explains why they are 
spread so widely across the city. Although a significant number of Pakistanis, Filipinos, 
Bangladeshis and Indians live in the El Raval, El Gòtic and El Poble Sec neighbourhoods, the 
greatest number are resident in Besòs i Maresme (in the Sant Martí district), where Pakistanis 
account for three in every four people of Asian origin, followed by those born in China. 
 
Lastly, there are 30,372 Africans. At the top of this list are the 19,000 Moroccans, who are grouped 
in the City’s poorer neighbourhoods, in Ciutat Vella, Ciutat Meridiana, Torre Baró and Vallbona in 
the Nou Barris district as well as in Trinitat Vella, Baró de Viver and the upper part of the Sant 
Andreu neighbourhood in the district of the same name. 
 
The neighbourhoods with the highest percentages of migrants in Barcelona are located in the 
central area, which has historically been the zone receiving and filtering the foreign-born 
population. The figures are as follows: El Gòtic has 67,2% (14,498) foreign born residents, El 
Raval has 60.9% (29.266), Sant Pere, Santa Caterina i la Ribera has 53.2% (7.023). These are the 
neighbourhoods where migrants make up more than half of the resident population. (Figure 1). At 
the opposite end of the scale are neighbourhoods such as Canyelles, with only 10.3%, Font d'en 
Fargues with 12%, and Sant Andreu i les Tres Torres with just over 14%. 
 
The foreign-born population has grown proportionally in all city neighbourhoods over the last 
decade, but in some it has tripled, as is the case of Torre Baró, or doubled, as in Can Peguera, 
Baró de Viver, Porta and Marina del Prat Vermell. Other neighbourhoods have experienced growth 
rates of around 10%, the lowest in the city. This is either because they are already crowded, or 
because the age structure of the local population was not conducive to population renewal, as is 
the case of Turó de la Peira, el Putxet i el Farró or Bon Pastor. 
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The volume of the migrant population expressed as an overall percentage can no longer capture 
the territorial impact produced as it once did, when migration began. Similar percentages can hide 
big differences; polarisation, weighted diversity, very different socio-professional profiles and uses 
of the territory, and family structures that correspond to disparate migratory phases, even when we 
are talking about the same place of origin. Thus, the growth of migration in the Besòs area, for 
example, has been slow compared to that of the historic centre, fuelled both by direct migration 
from abroad and new flows, such as those from other districts of the city. However, it stands out by 
virtue of its more family-oriented profile, with a higher proportion of women and children from 
groups (such as Pakistanis) that have largely been made up of pioneering young men in other 
districts (such as Ciutat Vella). The centre draws together a mix of working people including 
substantial numbers of certain nationalities, for example Filipinos and Pakistanis, 60% of the 
former being women, but only 23.3% of the latter. There are also people from other countries such 
as France and the UK, students and professionals whose presence is linked to the gentrification of 
the neighbourhood. 
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4. From place to people 
The foreign-born population has spread throughout the different neighbourhoods of Barcelona, 
following the dictates of the property market - homes for sale, although renting predominates - and 
the demographic evolution of the native population. Especially due to mortality, which frees up 
residential space, and mobility driven by the formation of new nuclear families. As we have seen, 
the 21st century migrant population, despite being broadly distributed, has become progressively 
more concentrated in the most vulnerable neighbourhoods where incomes are lower - where the 
20th century migrant population from the rest of Spain often used to live - and coincides with the 
ageing and replacement of the population in these neighbourhoods. This is a process that is 
constantly evolving; some of the lower-income neighbourhoods built in the 1970s are still among 
those with the lowest percentage of migrants (Canyelles and La Guineueta, for example), while 
those located in the Besòs area are among those that have seen the highest growth in immigration 
in recent times. If at the beginning of the century El Raval and Ciutat Vella in general were held up 
as examples of diversity in Barcelona, to a greater or a lesser extent ‘folkorised’ and exotic, in 2020 
diversity has become a part of everyday reality for all the city’s inhabitants, and has become a 
fundamental characteristic of the younger generations. 
 
The structure of the population in terms of age and sex in the different districts of Barcelona will, if 
we take level of education into account, help us to grasp diversity generated by extremely 
heterogeneous populations sharing the same neighbourhood space, and to this additional 
perspectives can be added, those of generation, gender and educational level. It will come as a 
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surprise to no-one if we say that the Spanish born population is characterised by ageing - 27% of 
the population is over 64 years of age - and that the average age is 46, whereas the migrant 
population has a younger profile, with more people of working age; only 6% are over 64, and the 
average age is 38. 
 
The highest proportion of older Spanish-born residents is no longer concentrated in the 
neighbourhoods that are a part of Ciutat Vella, especially in El Raval as it was only a decade ago, 
although this is the image we still carry in our minds: today it is focused in neighbourhoods where, 
until recently, those who arrived in the 60s and 70s were concentrated, such as the Nou Barris and 
Horta i Guinardó districts where more than a third of the Spanish born population is over 64 years 
of age, or others such as Eixample and the old Vila de Gràcia where the figure is 30%. As women 
tend to live longer than men, the districts with ageing populations are also characterised by having 
a higher proportion of women residents. 
 
If we look closely at the pattern in the first two districts, apart from the higher proportion of older 
Spanish-born people, we can see that the age profile of international immigrants is not clearly 
concentrated in the younger group (25 - 34 year olds), although this is the case in other districts 
such as Ciutat Vella, where the group aged 35 to 40 (in the case of men, and slightly younger in 
the case of women) shares the leading role with the aforementioned lower age group, even 
exceeding it at times.  

 
This is something that we see repeated in Sant Martí, Sant Andreu, and to a lesser extent in Les 
Corts: it suggests that foreign born nuclear families contribute to population growth - both those 
arriving directly from abroad and those that have moved from other districts within the city. 
 
The distribution by sex of the migrant population is the second significant factor in some districts; 
there is a clear tendency towards masculinisation within the population of foreign-born residents in 
Ciutat Vella - with the exception of the Filipinos - which can be contrasted with feminisation in other 
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districts - especially those where people of Latin American origin predominate, such as Gràcia, 
Eixample, and also Sarrià - Sant Gervasi. 
 
Finally, if we look at age structure, and specifically at the young population, those between 25 and 
34 years of age, in terms of place of birth and level of education in different districts, we can 
overturn some of the prevalent stereotypes regarding the immigrant population and, above all, we 
can see the importance of the younger generations. Foreign-born people aged between 25 and 34 
in 2020, who were born between 1986 and 1995 (the so-called millennials), already represent 
more than half of this group (graph 6a) in 6 of the city's 10 districts. The most extreme case is that 
of Ciutat Vella, where they represent 82,2% of the population. Intergenerational relations inevitably 
become intercultural relations, in this case with a clear split between digital (migrant) and analogue 
(Spanish-born) natives. 
 

 
 

 
If we look at the weight of tertiary education (graph 6b), we can dispel many misconceptions. 
Although the majority of international migrants arriving in Barcelona will be employed in a highly 
segmented labour market in the unskilled jobs sector, the foreign-born young people of these 
generations, particularly women, account for more than half of the total, even outnumbering the 
native-born young people. It is in the most disadvantaged neighbourhoods that the percentages of 
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young migrants with university degrees decreases, falling below the levels - also relatively low - of 
Spanish-born young people with degrees of the same generation. Examples are Nou Barris, where 
only 26.6% of the male migrant population has had the benefit of tertiary education, compared to 
29% of the native population, and Sant Andreu, where the figures are 37.2% and 41.4% 
respectively. If we look at the neighbourhoods in detail in terms of differences in country of origin, 
these disparities become extreme, and not only because of the inclusion of Europeans selected for 
their high level of education. This is another reason why we must look again at the migrant 
population in Barcelona, particularly with an eye to the future. 
 
5. Early impacts of Covid-19 on migrations to Barcelona: Post-scriptum 
 
5.1. International migrations: conjunctural drop 
The dissemination on June 15, 2021 of the data corresponding to the Statistics of Residential 
Variations of 2020, has allowed us at the last moment to incorporate this brief section on the first 
impact of the Covid-19 both, international migrations and internal mobility. 
 
As for international migration, the first expected effect has been the sharp drop in entries from 
abroad since it was decided on March 16 to close the Spanish borders as a preventive measure for 
the advance of the pandemic (Graph 7). Thus, the total loss in 2020 compared to the previous year 
was 42.3%, going from just over 73 thousand new arrivals to 42 thousand. The gradual recovery 
since May 2020, has followed the seasonality of these flows (with highs in October, but always 
maintaining levels below). In both relative and absolute terms, the continental origin that has been 
most affected by the decline has been the protagonist of the boom, Latin America with a decrease 
of 46.5% and 18,134 less new entries, which should not surprise us considering the cancellation 
Transatlantic flights. For the same reason, but with less volume, flows from Asia fell by 46.5% 
(mostly Chinese, Indians and Pakistanis). By contrast, the relatively low drop in Europeans by 
28.9% hides an increase in British flows -1,679 high in 2020 compared to 1,529 the previous year, 
which plausible corresponds to registrations of people who already resided in the city. 
 

 
 
5.2 Internal migration: the spectrum of the exodus to rural areas 
One of the most successful narratives has been to consider that the Covid-19 would have marked 
a change in trend in internal migration, with the new phenomenon of the mass departure of 
Barcelona to smaller municipalities, especially those we call of rural environment. Escaping the 
harshness of confinement and enjoying more friendly environments, measured in both home space 
and landscape, as well as the extent of teleworking have been the main causes for this 
interpretation. 
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Indeed, during the year 2020, there were more departures from Barcelona city to the rest of 
Catalonia and Spain than arrivals, with a negative balance of 23,387 departures (Graph 8). Among 
these departures, the largest weight has corresponded to those that have occurred in the province 
of Barcelona itself with (14,294 departures), followed by municipalities in the rest of Catalonia, with 
a negative balance of 5,242 people, also highlighting the flows aimed at municipalities with less 
than 10,000 inhabitants: 9,941 departures, for only 3,447 arrivals, with a negative balance of 6,494 
people with the smaller municipalities within Catalonia.  
 

 
However, we want to make two considerations: First, part of these losses may correspond to the 
decision to register the second residence as the first one. Secondly, even if a real home purchase 
has been made, staying in it once we are back to normal is a matter that will depend a lot on the 
life cycle and the adoption of telework (still to see the the degree of real implementation). That’s 
why we lean towards lowering expectations about big trend changes that seem to have excited 
more than one. 
 
6. Final note: impact of Covid-19, looking ahead 
Basic categorisations classifying the population by place of birth or by nationality, age and sex at 
different geographical levels within the city are useful for providing us with a snapshot - albeit one 
that is a little blurred, given that categorisation necessarily implies a simplification of complexity - 
but they are inadequate for understanding the fluidity and the transformation at different speeds of 
individuals, generations, communities and the use made of local neighbourhoods by their 
residents, let alone for understanding the interactions between them, which are the very essence 
of neighbourhood life. The danger is that all of us, including those who manage the city’s affairs, 
continue to look at the phenomenon of migration as if it were an old photo, fixed and unchanging, 
one that reflects a set of stereotypes - both positive and negative - and are unable to understand 
what is really happening, or the demands of a population that is equally fluid in its mutability. 
 
Precisely the social interactions that take place between the foreign-born and Spanish-born 
populations - or the absence of such interactions - can be an indicator of social cohesion, one that 
goes beyond the process of intercultural integration, and in which both are transformed by their 
exposure to diversity. The imposition of social distancing and lockdown, which were the first 
measures taken to prevent the spread of Covid-19, and above all the economic impact of the 
pandemic have meant taking a step backwards, often limiting relationships to those between 
people living in the same dwelling, who are generally members of the same community. Reliance 
on family and social networks in one's own community has led to a shutting off, and an involuntary 
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turning away from others. The concentration of the migrant population in high-risk occupations, 
either because they were deemed essential workers -  from care work to deliveries - or because 
they lost their jobs, together with increased use of public transport and more precarious housing 
conditions, has increased the likelihood of catching Covid-19 within this population, although the 
age profile means that these people were, in general, less at risk of suffering serious illness. The 
pandemic has also led to an increase in inequality between the Spanish-born and migrant 
populations, above all in the case of those of Asian or African origin. Conversely, while 
international migration decreased drastically, to the point of coming to a screeching halt during the 
first waves of the pandemic, mortality in older age groups has accelerated the demographic 
metabolism of neighbourhoods, and further decreased the proportion of the native population, 
leading to an increase in the migrant population in percentage terms, without there having been 
any new influx of migrants. 
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The situation of domestic workers of migrant origin in times of Covid-
19: analysis and perspectives7 
 
Sònia Parella Rubio. Department of Sociology. CER-Migracions, Autonomous University of 
Barcelona (UAB) 
sonia.parella@uab.cat 
 
 
Paid domestic and care work has been, and continues to be, largely unregulated, with much 
lower levels of protection in terms of social and employment rights than other sectors, and 
is characterised by discriminatory pay and working conditions and high levels of informal 
employment. It is an extremely segmented sector, and is marked by gender, class and 
ethnic/racial inequalities. There is no doubt that the pandemic caused by the coronavirus 
(Covid-19) has sharply highlighted the importance of care for sustaining life, and at the 
same time the lack of visibility, appreciation and recognition suffered by the sector within 
our society. This article focuses on migrant domestic workers, many of them in an irregular 
situation, and who as a result are working in the informal economy. It analyses the impact 
of the type of regulation in force with regard to this kind of work on living conditions and 
access to employment rights for women workers of migrant origin. The text concludes with 
a section containing recommendations for dignifying this work, and ensuring that it is 
recognised, with a particular emphasis on the role of local government. 
 
 
1. Introduction: Care in times of multiple crises 
Paid domestic and care work has been, and continues to be, largely unregulated, with much lower 
levels of protection in terms of social and employment rights than other sectors; it is characterised 
by discriminatory pay and working conditions, and high levels of informal employment. It is an 
extremely segmented sector, and is marked by gender, class and ethnic/racial inequalities. There 
is no doubt that the pandemic caused by the coronavirus (Covid-19) has sharply highlighted the 
importance of care for sustaining life, and at the same time the lack of visibility, appreciation and 
recognition suffered by the sector within our society.  
 
Sociologist Alain Touraine (2020) stated in an interview that “this crisis is going to raise the profile 
of care workers”. In reality the effect of the health crisis has been to stretch the care sector to the 
very limit; it has deepened to an even greater extent what is known as the “care crisis”. Therefore, 
in order to assess the current domestic and care work situation and move towards a new, fairer 
and more egalitarian model of care, it is necessary, for the purposes of analysis, to separate the 

                                                
7. This article is a shortened version of the following text: PARELLA RUBIO, S. “El sector del trabajo del hogar y de 
cuidados en España en tiempos de COVID-19”. [The domestic and care work sector in Spain in times of Covid-19]. 
Anuario CIDOB de la Inmigración 2020 (2021), pp. 102-114. 
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two “crises” and reflect on their respective scope, both from the perspective of the caregiver and 
from that of the recipient of that care.  
 
This article focuses on the migrant domestic workers who provide care, some of whom are in an 
irregular situation, and who as a result are working in the informal economy. They are workers who 
face violations of their employment rights, and also in many cases of other fundamental rights 
(discrimination, sexual harassment, human trafficking, etc.) as well. Women of migrant origin are 
especially (but not solely) concentrated in the least visible and most precarious sectors, which 
means that they are caught between the lack of employment rights inherent in these sectors, and 
the impact of immigration legislation. These pages examine the paid domestic and care work 
undertaken by those who fall into the category of “domestic workers”, whether in the formal or 
informal economy, which excludes workers in home care services, care homes and other services 
linked to the care sector, who are registered in the General Social Security System and who enjoy 
a collective agreement that guarantees their rights.  
 
1.1. On the health crisis 
There is no doubt that the current dangers that we face, such as the impact of climate change and 
Covid-19, which has spread all over the planet at uncontrollable speed, and that open up a 
panorama characterised by global, universal risks almost impossible to predict. This situation, far 
from being new, is one that fits with sociologist Ulrich Beck’s theory of the risk society (1986). 
According to the central thesis of Beck’s work originating in the mid-1980s, with the advent of 
advanced or reflexive modernity, risk becomes "democratised" in the sense that it unexpectedly 
affects people and groups who had until now enjoyed life conditions perceived as stable, and more 
or less “safe”.  
 
However, from a feminist angle Joan Tronto (2020) reminds us that the majority of such analyses 
that focus on global crises have a strong bias: they concentrate on the effects on the societies that 
have for many years been considered the centre of the world: Europe and the USA. According to 
Tronto this means that the new forms of risk conceptualised by Beck could be considered to be 
limited in the sense that they reflect a point of view that is at the same time both ethnocentric and 
androcentric. And in that sense, she sees risk and loss of trust not so much as side-effects of 
modernity, but rather suggests that it is precisely the absence of trust that provokes the feeling of 
greater risk. Such an assertion undoubtedly implies a radical change in the way of thinking about 
risk itself. Therefore, as the author points out, “forming part of a society within which all individuals 
take care of each other in order to identify and analyse collective problems, create the conditions 
necessary for the recognition of these dangers, and deal with them with greater honesty” (Tronto, 
2020: 34), in such a way that “risk would look different in a society that was organised around the 
principle of care” (Ibíd, 2020: 33).  
 
For the moment, contrary to the predictions of Tronto (2020), the current global health crisis has 
not yet been translated into an opportunity to advocate care as an essential human value, as an 
integral part of human life. The pandemic has contributed to increased pressure on care sector 
workers (domestic workers, care home workers, cleaners and home carers), which has led to the 
reinforcement of patterns of injustice and inequality. The International Labour Organisation (ILO) 
has identified the domestic and care work sector in particular as one of those most affected, due to 
the significant risk of job loss that threatens domestic workers around the world, as well as the drop 
in income due to lockdown and the lack of effective social security coverage that characterises the 
sector (ILO, 2020). 
 
1.2. On the “care crisis” 
According to Dowling (2021), the “care crisis” is structured around two key issues: i) the fact that 
more and more people, due to age and/or dependency, have limited autonomy when it comes to 
performing basic daily activities and are unable to manage their physical, material, emotional and 
social well-being independently. Many of these people receive insufficient help and assistance 
(resources or support) in order to be able to do so, and ii) the fact that those who provide care for 
others are unable to do so in a satisfactory manner, and under dignified conditions that are 
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comparable with those working in other occupations. In short, there is a growing gap between the 
need for care, and the resources available to provide it. This shortfall in provision depends on how 
the roles of families, communities, the market (corporations and agencies, domestic service) and 
the state are articulated. 
 
We must bear in mind, as with any true crisis, that in the case in point: 
 

• We should not only be concerned about its effects, but also recognise the need to look at the 
catalysing impact it has on issues that had not previously been taken into account, and that had 
not been resolved in a satisfactory way. Bringing this crisis to an end requires transforming the 
conditions under which care is provided, and rethinking how that care is valued. The 
undervaluing of care work is even greater when it comes to caring for the elderly, according to 
Federici (2013), as it is an activity that is stigmatised, not regarded as a task that impacts on the 
reproduction of the labour force and, as a consequence, no added value is ascribed to it.  

 
• Since we live in an unequal world, it does not affect everybody in the same way. As Tronto 
(2020) points out, throughout most of human history care work has been assigned to women, 
and to the most marginalised and excluded groups.  

 
In the present context, from the perspective of the privatisation and commodification of care, our 
care system is based on social divisions structured around inequalities of gender, social class, 
ethnicity/ race (Lutz, 2018), without forgetting migratory background (nationality, migratory status) 
which is a key factor (Pérez-Orozco and López-Gil, 2011; Dowling, 2021). The active recruitment 
of migrant women under the pressure of market forces has been shaping global care chains 
(Hochschild, 2020) over recent decades, from the countries of the Global South and Eastern 
Europe to the Global North, without any revision of the sexual division of labour and at the cost of 
an intensification of the inequalities between women within the context of globalisation. Global care 
chains are chains that cross borders and that are formed for the purpose of sustaining life on a 
daily basis; care work is transferred by individuals and households along lines that reflect 
differences in power within society, including gender, class, race/ethnicity and place of origin 
(Pérez-Orozco, 2007: 4). 
 
The outsourcing of care with no modification of the pillars of a society within which care is not 
based on a principle of a co-responsibility between different social actors constitutes an 
escape strategy that Emma Dowling (2021) calls a “care fix”. She uses this expression in the same 
sense as the term “fix” is used by authors such as sociologist Beverly Silver (2003). For Silver, “fix” 
denotes the way in which capital has historically managed to circumvent (not resolve) successive 
crises by installing itself in new spaces and through technological or financial reorganisation, with 
the aim of safeguarding the profits of the capitalist system without shaking its foundations. In short, 
according to Pérez-Orozco (2010), our care system is characterised by a series of characteristics 
that reinforce the systemic care-inequality-precariousness nexus: 
 

• Insufficient social responsibility is taken for care (in terms of both welfare benefits and public 
services), and the way in which such tasks are allocated to women within the home (unpaid 
work), or in the form of paid work within the framework of a global market that guarantees low 
labour costs. According to Ezquerra (2018), the care system in Catalonia and in Spain is 
characterised by a historical lack of development of public policies in relation to care, which has 
led to a depoliticisation of caregiving and consequently the “naturalisation” of families (a 
euphemism for women) as the main care providers. 

 
• To the extent that care is commodified, access to care depends on people's economic status, 
which means that the way in which care is organised in society exacerbates social inequalities. 
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• To the extent that the recipients of care are the ones who hire those who provide it, labour 
relations become more precarious and informal, which affects the most vulnerable members of 
the workforce, and those with the least social bargaining power.  

 
2. The impact on living conditions and access to rights among domestic workers with 
migrant backgrounds 
When the EAP closed for the fourth quarter of 2020, there were 563,100 people employed as 
domestic workers in Spain, 88% of them women. If we compare these figures with the number of 
people registered with the Social Security System, at the end of January 2021 we see that there 
were 382,509 people registered with the Special System for Domestic Workers within the General 
System, 95% of them women. This means that approximately one third were therefore employed in 
the underground economy.  
 
For Catalonia and the province of Barcelona, Table 1 shows the general data on registration with 
the Special System for Domestic Workers as of 29 January 2021. A total of 57,469 people were 
registered, 82% of them in the province of Barcelona. Registration in the province of Barcelona 
shows the same pattern of feminisation as in Spain as a whole: almost 95% are women. 
 

 
Focusing specifically on new registrations of foreign nationals on the Special System for Domestic 
Workers for the whole of Catalonia, there were a total of 28,935, which represents just 6% of all 
registrations. When broken down by sex, these registrations represent 13% of the overall number 
of foreign women workers registered. By nationality, Honduras accounts for 17% of the total 
number of registrations with the Special System for Domestic Workers in Catalonia, followed by 
Bolivia (7.5%), Romania (7%), Morocco (7%) and Ecuador (3.5%). The province of Barcelona 
accounts for 82% of the total number of registrations of foreign workers. Of the total number of 
registrations in the province of Barcelona, 93% are women.  
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Comparison of tables 1 and 2 shows that 50% of all registrations with the Special System for 
Domestic Workers in Catalonia correspond to foreign nationals. In the case of the province of 
Barcelona, the proportion is the same. 
 
In order to address the impact of the pandemic on foreign women employed in the sector, we will 
use information taken from the manifestos and statements made both by trade unions (CCOO and 
UGT) and by various associations that defend the rights of domestic workers throughout Spain, via 
their websites, Facebook pages and media declarations8. We will now look at the most salient 
impacts identified, depending on whether care work is carried out in the formal or informal 
economy. 
 
2.1. Lack of equality in terms of rights is inherent in the regulation of paid domestic work in 
Spain 
A lack of equal rights is inherent in the regulation of paid domestic work in Spain. There was clear 
discrimination against women workers who were paying Social Security contributions at the 
beginning of the pandemic: neither their rights nor the level of protection they received were 
comparable with those of other workers. Royal Decree 1620/2011 (together with some positive 
amendments introduced by Royal Decree-Law 29/2012) regulates the current level of domestic 
workers’ social security contributions, levels of state protection, types of contract, minimum wages, 
work breaks, and the obligations of employer households.  
 
Based on this legislation, as of 1 January 2012, the former Special Social Security Scheme for 
Domestic Workers was established as a special system within the general scheme. Continuing to 
be a Special Scheme means that workers' rights the degree of protection in this sector differ from 
those that other employees have. Basically, domestic workers are not entitled to unemployment 
benefit, the right of the employer to withdraw the contract remains, which means that workers can 
be dismissed at any time without there being any obligation for them to state the reason for 
dismissal. The legislation itself provided a grace period until 2019, when equality with other 
employees in the General System was to be established. However, just as the deadline was 
approaching, an amendment in the 2018 General State Budget (6777), postponed the integration 
of the two systems until 2024. 
 
Under Royal Decree 1620 / 2011, full-time domestic workers must be paid at least the national 
minimum wage (NMW, or SMI in Spanish). A full-time position is based on a 40-hour week, and if 
the employee should work fewer hours, s/he will receive the amount proportional to the number of 
hours worked. Following the 22.3% increase in the NMW in 2019, and the subsequent 5.5% 
increase in 2020, the NMW now stands at €950 per month/ 14 payments (which is equivalent to a 
total of €1,108.33 per month, and an hourly rate of €7.43). The Labour and Social Security 
Inspectorate (ITSS in Spanish) launched an action plan and awareness-raising campaign, the first 
phase of which was completed on 31 March 2021. This campaign consisted of sending letters to 
employers alerting them to the current irregularities in terms of salaries and social security 
contributions, offering technical assistance and information to enable them to proceed with the 
regularisation of salaries that are below the NMW. The Ministry of Labour and Social Economy 
reported that by the end of this first phase (31 March 2021) the employment situation of almost 
30,000 domestic workers had been regularised, a figure that represents around 60% of the cases 
reported. The data shows that regularisation has only resulted in a reduction of the declared 
working hours in 15% of cases, which means that for the vast majority it has resulted in an 
increase in wages. 
 
Surprisingly, among the measures adopted by the Spanish government in Royal Decree 8/2020 of 
17 March in response to the state of emergency, which included urgent measures regulating new 
                                                
8. These are the associations, listed in alphabetical order, whose activities have been included: Asociación de Mujeres 
Migrantes Malen Etxea; Asociación Intercultural de Profesionales del Hogar y de los Cuidados (AIPHYC); Grupo 
Turín: Servicio Doméstico Activo (SEDOAC); Mujeres Migrantes Diversas; Mujeres Pa’lante; Senda de Cuidados; 
Sindillar/Sindihogar:Territorio Doméstico, y Trabajadoras no Domesticadas. 
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procedures for the suspension of employment contracts, unemployment benefits, cessation of 
activity in the case of the self-employed, etc., there is no mention of this special employment 
relationship, despite the fact that paid care work has been defined as an essential activity. 
However, thanks to constant demands and pressure from associations dedicated to fighting for the 
rights of these workers, the government issued Royal Decree 11/2020 of 1 April under the slogan 
No vamos a dejar nadie atrás [We’re not going to leave anyone behind]. This makes it possible for 
domestic workers who were registered with the social security system and who have lost their 
employment contracts to receive state benefit. This subsidy allows them to claim up to 70% of their 
salary, up to a maximum of €950, which corresponds to the minimum wage for 2020. It is aimed at 
workers who have been made redundant as a result of Covid-19, or who have had their 
workload reduced. They must have been registered with the social security system before 14 
March, and be able to prove the losses caused by the crisis. 
 
Faced with the fact that thousands of registered workers had not actually received the benefit, 
various campaigns and mobilisations conducted by the Domestic Workers Political Action Group 
(which comprises 10 different associations and domestic workers' unions) led to an announcement 
by the government in early July 2020 to the effect that the Public State Employment Service 
(SEPE) was committed to speeding up payments9. However, according to data published by 
elDiario.es, of the 32,000 applications submitted since the application period opened on 5 May, 
only 17,200 had been approved by the end of August, which indicates that almost half were still 
pending10. According to Otxoa (2020), this inefficiency was not so much due to technical difficulties 
associated with managing the subsidy (for example, many applicants did not appear in the SEPE 
registers, as their contracts had not been registered with the Social Security), but rather to a lack of 
political will and as a way of saving on social spending. On the other hand, the associations 
consider that the subsidy, which constitutes 70% of salary, is insufficient for a sector that is 
characterised by its precarious nature, and in which the basis for social security contributions 
frequently does not correspond to the actual salary11. 
 
Table 3 shows that, between January 2020 and January 2021, the number of foreign nationals 
registering with the Special System for Domestic Workers in Spain fell by almost 1,500 within the 
country as a whole. However, the impact of the health crisis has not been as pronounced as the 
abrupt downward trend observed in the previous period (2015-2020), which will be discussed in the 
next section. From the perspective of foreign nationals, the loss of registration with the Social 
Security System not only means an immediate lack of income; dismissal also puts a person of 
migrant origin (a foreign national) at risk of falling into an irregular situation in cases where stable 
employment is a requirement for the renewal of work and residence permits. 
 
In order to address a decrease or total loss of income among women workers in this position, 
which impacts on their own quality of life and that of their families (both in Spain and in their 
countries of origin, where there may be family members dependent on their remittances), women's 
associations and organisations have issued reports on women who have been active in getting 
organised. They have provided cajas solidarias (solidarity funds), as well as virtual spaces or 
WhatsApp groups in order to provide advice, and to be able to respond to demands and needs12. 
 

                                                
9. See: “Victoria de las trabajadoras de hogar: el SEPE abonará sus subsidios”, El Salto (2 July, 2020). 
www.elsaltodiario.com/laboral/victoria-de-las-trabajadoras-de-hogar-el-sepe-abonara-sus-subsidios 
10. See: “Miles de empleadas del hogar siguen sin cobrar el subsidio de paro: se ha reconocido a 17.200 y otras 14.800 
aún están a la espera”, elDiario.es (9 September, 2020). www.eldiario.es/economia/miles-empleadas-hogar-siguen-
cobrar-subsidio-paro-reconocido-17-200-14-800-espera_1_6209854.html 
11. Furthermore, the process for applying for the subsidy is excessively complex and not very accessible for some 
groups of people, for example due to the technological gap – a digital signature is required to apply for the subsidy. 
12. For example, www.interdependientes.org 

http://www.eldiario.es/economia/miles-empleadas-hogar-siguen-cobrar-subsidio-paro-reconocido-17-200-14-800-espera_1_6209854.html
http://www.eldiario.es/economia/miles-empleadas-hogar-siguen-cobrar-subsidio-paro-reconocido-17-200-14-800-espera_1_6209854.html
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2.2. Paid domestic work in the informal economy 
The subsidy for domestic workers who are registered with the Social Security System has been of 
no benefit to those working on an informal basis who have been left with no income. Around a third 
of domestic workers have no employment contract, many of them foreign women in an irregular 
situation who have little in the way of a support network. 
 
Domestic worker associations note that there have been many more job losses among domestic 
workers than among care workers, due to the nature of their work. There is also evidence of 
employers taking advantage of the pandemic situation to offer poorer pay and working conditions 
to workers who find themselves “trapped” in the informal economy, not only in terms of working 
conditions, but also in terms of pay. For example, live-in workers paid just €500 a month with only 
two hours per week of free time, or live-out workers receiving €3 an hour. Some live-in care 
workers have seen their working hours increased, and their right to days off restricted. This has 
often meant that they have become isolated in the homes where they work, which poses a risk to 
their own health as well as being a cause of anxiety and anguish, and making it impossible for 
them to balance their own work and family lives. In the case of live-in workers, it should be borne in 
mind that when they lose their jobs, they also lose their homes. In any event, the kind of acute job 
insecurity faced by these workers will always have a negative impact on health, possibly leading to 
the development of serious physical and psychosocial conditions that are frequently not even 
recognised as being occupational illnesses (CMIB, 2017). 
 
When we speak of the informal economy in domestic service, it should be noted that the 
consequences are particularly alarming for foreign women who find themselves in an irregular 
situation, and who are even more vulnerable to violations of their rights. On the other hand, it must 
be acknowledged that it is one of the few ways of earning an income without an employment 
contract, as so much of this work is carried out within the underground economy. It is also one of 
the few points of entry to the labour market for women seeking asylum whose applications have 
been rejected, and who are left without any form of protection13. Moreover, regularising residence 
in Spain as a domestic worker is the route most frequently chosen by many foreign women, mainly 
due to the difficulty of finding a job with a company that is willing to go through the necessary 
procedures. When applying for legal residence on the basis of “social roots”14, the applicant 
needs to be able to show that they have lived in Spain continuously for a period of three years 
immediately prior to their application, and that they have a “pre-contract”, the offer of a full-time (40 
hours per week) job. This is an offer that will only become valid if the application is finally approved 
with a work and residence permit being granted for one year. Women working in the care sector 
who have several different employers find it difficult to fulfil these conditions. 

                                                
13. See: “Domésticas y sin papeles: entre la espera, el temor y la esperanza”, El Salto (11 February, 2021). 
www.elsaltodiario.com/precariedad/trabajadoras-hogar-esenciales-sin-papeles-espera-esperanza 
14. Article 31 of LO 8/2000, of 22 December, an amendment to Organic Law 4/2000, of 11 January, establishes the 
possibility of granting a temporary residence permit to foreigners who can prove that they have established roots in 
Spain. 

http://www.elsaltodiario.com/precariedad/trabajadoras-hogar-esenciales-sin-papeles-espera-esperanza
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One of the problems for those applying for residence on the basis of social roots is that permits are 
valid for 12 months, are limited to a specific geographical area, and to the type of work specified in 
the employment contract (in this case domestic service), which means that during the first year it is 
not possible to move to another sector. The risk of falling back into an irregular situation after that 
first year is high, and it is precisely then that the worker must apply for a change in the type of 
residence and work permit; to do so they must fulfil the standard requirements for the renewal of all 
work and residence permits for employed persons. If a migrant woman is unable to renew her 
domestic service contract or present another job offer, it will be difficult for her to gain a work and 
residence permit. 
 
3. Recommendations for moving towards improved working conditions in the care sector 
As a first step, there is an urgent need to put the Special System on a par with the General Social 
Security System (contrary to the stipulations of Amendment 6777 of the General Budget), in terms 
of rights and benefits, particularly with regard to the possibility of claiming unemployment benefit. 
Unemployment benefit is one of the main stumbling blocks that explains why the Spanish 
government has yet to ratify the International Labour Organisation's Domestic Workers 
Convention, 2011 (No. 189) and Recommendation 201 on decent work for domestic workers. 
Convention No. 189 was signed at the 100th ILO15 Conference in Geneva in June 2011, and it 
recognises paid domestic work as an activity that is undervalued and invisible, and one that is 
mainly carried out by women and girls, many of whom are migrants or members of disadvantaged 
communities, and who are particularly vulnerable to discrimination in terms of contractual and 
working conditions, as well as other abuses of human rights. Its ratification, long called for by trade 
unions and associations within the sector, would ensure a commitment to the highest international 
standards with regard to employment rights for these workers. In order to ensure equal rights, an 
amendment to national legislation would be necessary. 
 
Any progress in terms of social and employment rights for this group has implications that go 
beyond the purely legal, as in this case it is families rather than companies who have to register 
workers. Without state funding, it is not possible to make most of these rights a reality. Some of the 
economic measures implemented by the Spanish government in this respect have proved to be 
insufficient, such as the 20% reduction in Social Security contributions (which ceased to be applied 
as no express extension was included in the 2017 budget) or the 45% bonus for large families. The 
sharp 3.41% fall in the number of people registered in the Special System for Domestic Workers 
between 2018 and 2019 cannot be attributed solely to the 22% rise in the NMW and the 
consequent increase in social security contributions from January 2019. It is a situation that has 
multiple causes, and the decline began in mid-2016  (see Table 3). However, although the increase 
in the NMW cannot in itself explain the downward trend in the number of registrations, it could 
certainly explain why this has been so acute16. 
 
To that end, it is worth highlighting a pioneering initiative in Spain, promoted by the Government of 
Catalonia Secretariat for Equality, Migration and Citizenship, inspired by the Universal Employment 
Cheque Service (CESU in French) which has been in place in France since 2006. This is a 
programme of grants for the creation of new jobs in the field of care work in the home17. It consists 
of a financial subsidy that covers the cost of social security contributions for a period of 12 months 
(around €2,685 if the contract is full-time), aimed at employers or non-profit organisations. The 
adoption of this measure makes it possible to: 
 

• Promote the creation of jobs with contracts in a sector where the underground economy plays 
a major role.  

 
                                                
15. See: www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/es/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C189 
16. See: “El Gobierno asegura que la caída del empleo agrario y doméstico no se debe solo al SMI”, NIUS Diario (22 de 
enero, 2020). www.niusdiario.es/economia/empleo/Gobierno-asegura-agrario-domestico-SMI_18_2887245375.html 
17. See: https://canalempresa.gencat.cat/es/01_que_voleu_fer/mesuresempresesiautonoms/mesures-economiques-i-
socials-per-a-empreses-i-autonoms/ajuts-i-prestacions-per-empreses-i-autonoms/subvencio-treball-domiciliari-cures/. 

http://www.niusdiario.es/economia/empleo/Gobierno-asegura-agrario-domestico-SMI_18_2887245375.html
https://canalempresa.gencat.cat/es/01_que_voleu_fer/mesuresempresesiautonoms/mesures-economiques-i-socials-per-a-empreses-i-autonoms/ajuts-i-prestacions-per-empreses-i-autonoms/subvencio-treball-domiciliari-cures/
https://canalempresa.gencat.cat/es/01_que_voleu_fer/mesuresempresesiautonoms/mesures-economiques-i-socials-per-a-empreses-i-autonoms/ajuts-i-prestacions-per-empreses-i-autonoms/subvencio-treball-domiciliari-cures/
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• Guarantee payment of the national minimum wage. 
 

• Facilitate the regularisation of those foreign nationals who meet all the requirements for “social 
roots”.  

 
This type of initiative undoubtedly contributes to the recognition and dignification of care work, 
especially in a context such as the present, marked by a health crisis that has meant an increase in 
vulnerability and precariousness for a significant number of people working in this sector. However, 
there are a number of obstacles here, including the fact that it is impossible for many potential 
claimants (mostly retired people) to prove that they have sufficient financial resources to be able to 
pay the national minimum wage. 
 
There is no doubt that the pandemic and its effects have helped to strengthen the whole of the 
activist network that has been developing in recent years and is focused on the struggle of 
domestic and care workers to gain both rights and visibility. An extensive network of organisations 
and associations has progressively gained prominence in the media, while at the same time 
intensifying protest activities and political advocacy campaigns aimed at protecting rights and 
taking the struggle forward (Almena Cooperativa Feminista, 2019). Multiple groups, organisations 
and social movements have concentrated their efforts on vindicating the rights of domestic and 
care workers, and have been developing their own agenda when it comes to making their 
demands known to public institutions in order to improve conditions in the sector, in terms of both 
employment and citizenship rights (Carrillo, 2018). Despite these undeniable advances, many 
female employees are still unaware of their employment rights, have little time to obtain the 
necessary information, and find themselves alone or with a limited support network, especially 
when those in question are foreign nationals in an irregular situation. And there continue to be 
employers who either avoid their responsibilities and obligations, or are unaware of them.  
 
Here, associations and trade unions have a very important and commendable role to play. For 
example, the Information Centre for Foreign Workers (CITE) of the CCOO trade union in 
Catalonia launched an information campaign on social and employment rights for domestic 
and care workers, with the collaboration of various associations and the Barcelona City Council 
(Reyes y Bertrán, 2020). This initiative stems from the union's observation of a steady increase in 
the percentage of women from Central American countries who are all too frequently in an irregular 
situation, and are employed as domestic workers in the domestic and care sector.  
 
Another interesting civil society initiative supported by Barcelona City Council and the trade union 
organisations CCOO and UGT, was the constitution of the “Committee for the defence of the rights 
of domestic, cleaning and care workers in the city of Barcelona”, created in 2018 by four 
organisations, Libélulas, Mujeres Pa'lante, La Asociación de Mujeres Migrantes y Diversas and 
Sindillar/Sindihogar (the first independent trade union of female domestic and care workers in 
Spain). The main task of this committee was to press for the Spanish government to ratify ILO 
Convention 189, and to denounce the fact that the labour reforms passed in 2011 and 2012 have 
not only failed to bring rights into line with other employment sectors, but also continue to exclude 
many women working in the informal economy, most of whom are of migrant origin.  
 
The need to recognise and dignify this type of work and to assume political responsibility is also 
becoming increasingly evident in local government. It is within this context that various policies, 
both municipal and supra-municipal, have proliferated at local level in recent years (Carrillo, 2018).  
 
With regard to Barcelona City Council, it is worth noting that the Barcelona Municipal Immigration 
Council (CMIB) chose “dignifying and raising awareness of the field of domestic and personal care 
work” as its main focus for 2017, following a proposal by various organisations aware of the 
unfairness of the situation of those working in the sector in terms of the lack of social and 
employment rights, most of whom are women, with many being female migrants. This is a 
participatory and consultative entity created in 1997 comprising associations of migrant groups, 
organisations working in the areas of reception, refuge and asylum, neighbourhood, local civic, 

https://www.ccoo.cat/immigracio
https://www.ccoo.cat/immigracio
https://www.barcelona.cat/ca/
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cultural and trade union bodies, experts, as well as the municipal political groups. A diverse range 
of initiatives were developed, and a “Manifesto for the dignification of domestic and care work” was 
collaboratively produced and subsequently approved by the CMIB as a whole on 26 September 
2017. It includes the following proposals (CMIB, 2017: 49-51): 
 

1. Ratification of ILO Convention 189 by the Spanish State. 
2. Elimination of the Special Social Security System for Domestic Workers and their immediate 
incorporation into the General Social Security System. 
3. To grant workers in the sector the same rights to Social Security cover as all other workers 
within the General System. 
4. To include maternity cover under the same conditions as in the General System. 
5. The right to receive benefits in the event of temporary incapacity for work, under the same 
conditions as in the General System. 
6. Introduction of remedial measures in terms of Social Security contributions in order to 
guarantee the right to a decent retirement. 
7. Elimination of the right of the employer to terminate the contract at will without the need to 
give a reason – which is equivalent to “free dismissal” – and to guarantee the protection of 
workers’ fundamental rights in this area, especially the right to effective legal protection. 
8. Compliance with the obligation for all contracts to be in writing. 
9. That greater control to be exercised by the Labour Inspectorate or other government bodies 
to ensure compliance with regulations, particularly in the case of employment agencies and 
private entities (parishes or associations that act as intermediaries). 
10. To develop incentives for hiring domestic and care workers on contracts, and reinstate and 
improve aid to families through taxation policy. This had previously been done in a policy that 
provided a 20% reduction in Social Security contributions that was in place until July 2017. 
11. Adoption of measures to prevent, report and punish gender violence against women in 
domestic work, with an emphasis on sexual abuse, trafficking and exploitation in the workplace. 
12. Promotion and creation of a specialised service offering comprehensive support to 
domestic workers, including making it possible to report all types of abuse, using simple 
resources that are available to all (a hotline). 
13. More flexible requirements and procedures to be established within the framework of the 
Alien Status Act for obtaining and renewing residence and work permits. 
14. Ensuring compliance with the regulations governing live-in work, in terms of working hours, 
salaries, and other rights, taking into account the fact that this can effectively involve a 24-hour 
work period that includes overnight stays. 
15. Organisation of training courses on occupational risks. 
16. Analysis of the situation within the sector, and the working conditions of domestic and care 
workers. 
17. To work with doctors' surgeries and the emergency services in order to ensure that 
illnesses or accidents suffered by domestic, cleaning, and care workers are correctly identified 
as resulting from working conditions where this is the case. 
18. Recognition of domestic work as part of the care economy. 
19. Incorporation of an intercultural and gender perspective in recruitment policies, with the aim 
of eliminating rumour, discrimination, segregation and prejudice based on origin, ethnicity, age 
or gender. 
20. Promotion of initiatives aimed at giving domestic and care work greater visibility and 
enhancing its perceived value, empowering workers, raising awareness in society in general, 
and in each of the sectors involved. 

 
Finally, it is clear that although from the beginning of this text we have excluded an analysis of the 
employment situation of people working in at-home care, in care homes, and in other care-related 
services who are registered in the General Social Security System, there is no doubt that any 
reflection on how to tackle the roots of the “care crisis” and to move towards a re-evaluation of the 
care sector in order to create decent working conditions will require the implementation of 
measures that reach beyond the boundaries of domestic service. According to Labour Force 
Survey data provided by UGT (2019: 3), Spain is the second country in the European Union in 



 
 

44 
 

terms of volume of this type of work (considering households as employers of domestic staff), both 
in absolute terms, and as a percentage of the total number of jobs in each member state. However, 
when it comes to care in residential establishments and the provision of social services where no 
accommodation is provided, the data places Spain at the bottom of list of European Union 
countries. There is still a long way to go in this sense, and the public funding of these services is 
essential.  
 
Within Barcelona City Council's commitment to promoting public procurement measures as a 
means of defending rights and working conditions in the sector, it is worth highlighting the Home 
Care Service (SAD) pilot project, which has taken the Buurtzorg model (Buurtzorg is a Dutch 
organisation providing health services in the home) as a reference point18: the social superblocks. 
The starting point is the recognition of the fact that the current model of SAD provision shows signs 
of severe strain both in terms of service quality (due to overload) and the working conditions of the 
professionals employed. The Buurtzorg model is being applied in four of the city's neighbourhoods 
(Marina, Sant Antoni, Vilapicina and El Poblenou), with two SAD superblocks being set up in each. 
This is a new form of service provision, based on the creation of teams of professionals who 
provide a service to a group of users living in a superblock, and who have a high degree of 
autonomy in terms of how work is organised, decision-making, etc. In this way, continuity, 
proximity, and the personalisation of care can be improved. The Buurtzorg model was created in 
2006 by a group of community nurses in the Netherlands who decided to set up a community care 
group of their own in order to address the centralisation and depersonalisation towards which the 
Dutch system was drifting (Word Economic Forum, 2017). It has now been extended throughout 
the country, and is being replicated in many European and Asian countries. The results show that 
in this way it is possible to improve both working conditions and the degree of personal satisfaction 
experienced by caregivers, as well as the quality of life of those who use these services.  
 
To this end, in April 2019, Barcelona City Council created the “Barcelona Cares”19 space, with the 
aim of highlighting existing care resources in the city, and establishing a point of reference for 
citizens (professional carers and those caring for family members, people receiving care, 
and the public in general) where where information on all the available services and resources 
can be found. An additional goal here is to promote networking and exchange. The centre aims to 
become the following: 
 

• A place to find information and comprehensive guidance on existing resources within the city. 
• A meeting point for all those involved in care in the city. 
• A space for coordination and networking between people, professionals and organisations. 
• A centre for raising awareness of issues around care, and the dissemination of information on 
the subject. 

 
4. In conclusion 
Contrary to the predictions of Tronto (2020), the assessment of the situation presented in this 
article does not suggest, for the moment at least, that the current global health crisis has translated 
into an opportunity to advocate care as an essential human value, as an integral part of human life. 
Furthermore, all the recommendations outlined here are just a sample of how much remains to be 
done to successfully address the situations of exploitation, precariousness, vulnerability and 
defencelessness experienced by some of these women workers. These situations are the result of 
a series of shortcomings linked both to the still discriminatory (mis)regulation of domestic work in 
our legal system (despite progress made in recent years) and to the voracity of a market that in the 
absence of any other care system operates on a global scale by recruiting women workers from 
certain backgrounds, and is based on job models that facilitate employment relationships that are 
all too often rooted in labour exploitation and informality. 
 

                                                
18. See: https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/dretssocials/es/innovacion-social/supermanzanas-sociales 
19. See: www.barcelona.cat/ciutatcuidadora/es/espacio-barcelona-cuida/que-es. 

https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/dretssocials/es/innovacion-social/supermanzanas-sociales
http://www.barcelona.cat/ciutatcuidadora/es/espacio-barcelona-cuida/que-es
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There is only one way to resolve the “care crisis”. This involves a combination of two strategies: 
granting people time so that they can take on unpaid care tasks as part of their daily lives if they so 
wish, and the creation of an infrastructure by the public administration that supports well-paid jobs 
in care, and that is accessible to all. If this does not happen, according to Dowling (2021) our 
system will continue to move towards the discourse of personal responsibility for care, which 
translates into the expansion of opportunities for commodification and funding by market forces. 
Managing care needs based on the principle of personal responsibility means fostering job 
insecurity, the invisibility of the workforce and the deterioration of care standards, as well as turning 
access to care into a “luxury” accessible only to the wealthiest sectors of society. Solving the “care 
crisis” by expanding the care economy within the logic of market forces comes involves all these 
risks, as this is the only way that capitalism can extract added economic value from a sector that is, 
by definition, labour-intensive. Such a structure is also extremely vulnerable to health crises such 
as the one we are currently experiencing, as has all too clearly been seen. 
 
The ILO has placed care work at the centre of its initiatives in recent years (ILO, 2018). To this 
end, it argues that if decent jobs in care are to be created, the process needs to be supported by 
transformative policies in five areas of public policy: care policy, macroeconomics, social 
protection, employment and migration policy. These policies will have a transformative impact to 
the extent that they build on what the ILO calls the “triple Rs” - recognising, reducing and 
redistributing care work. The ILO recommends a number of measures, including the specific 
circumstances of workers with a migrant background: (i) regulating and enforcing decent working 
conditions, and guaranteeing equal pay for work of equal value for all care workers; (ii) ensuring a 
safe, attractive and stimulating work environment for all care workers; (iii) enacting legislation and 
adopting measures to protect migrant care workers (ILO, 2018).  
 
There is no other way that the words of sociologist Alain Touraine (2020) with which we began this 
chapter (“this crisis is going to raise the profile of care workers”) can become a reality that will allow 
us to enjoy both a present and a future where there are decent jobs in care. And to conclude, a 
final thought as so clearly expressed by Karina Fulladosa-Leal et al. (2020: 8), “no hi podrà haver 
un projecte just que no tingui en compte tenir cura d’aquelles que cuiden” (there can be no project 
based on the principles of fairness that does not take into account the need to care for the carers). 
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Over the last thirty years, Barcelona has undergone one of the most profound and rapid 
demographic transformations in its history due to the arrival of a steady influx of migrants 
from both non-EU and EU countries since the early 2000s. According to the municipal 
register of residents on 1 January 2020, 27.8% of the people living in the city were born in a 
foreign country. In 2000, the percentage of foreign residents in Barcelona was just 4.8% of a 
total population of 1,512,971. Many of these people arriving from other countries over the 
last twenty years have ended up settling permanently in the city, forming families and 
acquiring full citizenship. This steady flow of migrants has enabled Barcelona to maintain 
its demographic weight, with the city's population increasing to 1,666,530 in 2020, the 
highest figure since the end of the 1980s. 
 
Over the years, Barcelona City Council's reception policies have helped to facilitate the 
arrival of a significant number of these people, also helping them to settle permanently in 
different districts, and they have now become a fundamental part of the city's identity. In 
this article we will talk about the historical background and the characteristics of municipal 
reception policy, from its inception up to the present day, without addressing matters linked 
to policies of coexistence, diversity, non-discrimination, and interculturality.  
 
 
1. Definition 
Even though reception policies in Barcelona were first introduced in the 1980s, with the launch in 
1989 of the Service for the Care of Immigrants, Emigrants and Refugees (SAIER), we will take as 
our starting point some of the definitions described in Barcelona City Council's Reception 
Framework drawn up in 2007, as these are the concepts underpinning municipal policy that have 
shaped the way in which immigrants and refugees have been received over the last twenty years.  
 
Within the Reception Framework, “reception” is defined as follows: We take reception to refer to 
the set of actions that make it possible for new arrivals to access the information and basic 
resources that will favour their integration into the host society. We speak of new arrivals, at 
whom reception initiatives are primarily targeted, when referring to immigrants who have recently 
arrived in the city and are at the initial adjustment stage, and who are therefore unaware of the 
social integration mechanisms available to them. This means that reception measures are directed 
at immigrants during a period of transition which will be different depending on the specific 
circumstances in each case. (Barcelona City Council, 2007: 3).  
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It is important to bear in mind the fact that the 2007 plan - which remains largely valid today - is 
structured around three distinct areas. These were the forerunners of what was subsequently to 
become the Reception Law in Catalonia: firstly, access to basic procedures such as registration in 
the municipal register of residents and legal advice on regularisation of status; secondly, access to 
basic resources (health, education, employment, social services, culture, etc.), and thirdly, help 
with getting around and getting to know the local areas (language support, social and civic 
participation). The concept map drawn up was the following: 
 

 
In defining “reception”, the concepts of accommodation and integration are used20.  
 
However, in the reception concept map, the goal of the process is stated to be “to facilitate the 
integration” of the person from another country who has just arrived. Today we certainly would not 
use the word “integration” due to its assimilationist connotations, instead we would choose other 
terms such as inclusion (Sanahuja, 2019). It should be remembered that the Barcelona 
Interculturality Plan was drawn up later, in 2010. The Barcelona Interculturality Plan defined an 
intercultural model that informed all municipal policies - including reception policies - and it 
highlights three elements and key principles: equality of access, recognition of diversity, and 

                                                
20. The term “accommodation” was first used by the academic Ricard Zapata Barrero (2001), who uses it to refer not 
only to the sociological process of “integration”, but also to the relationship of immigrants with institutional structures 
and the way that these structures and public authorities view immigrants.   
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interaction between new arrivals and other city residents. The base document lays the foundation 
for the subsequent application of reception policies. 

 
2. Key aspects of reception policy 
Migration cycles are closely related to periods of expansion and contraction in the economic cycle, 
both in Spain and within the city itself, and also to the political crises and wars that drive people 
from certain countries towards Europe. A current example is the political and economic crisis in 
countries like Venezuela and Colombia. Other factors affecting the flow of migrants into the city are 
demographic evolution and immigration legislation21. 
 
The Base Reception Plan document indicates a series of principles such as temporality, 
mainstreaming, social cohesion, diversity, participation, and equality. Below we will highlight the 
most significant aspects which reach beyond the Plan itself, and that have shaped reception 
strategies over the last twenty years.  
 
2.1. Inclusion of persons in irregular situations 
In contrast to what happens in many European countries, in Barcelona, right from the beginning, 
people in irregular situations have been included in reception policies.  
 
In Barcelona’s 2007 Base Reception Plan, the following is clearly stated: [...] Reception is aimed at 
all newly arrived immigrants, regardless of their legal residency status, with the most socially 
vulnerable receiving the most support. [...] The vast majority of newly arrived migrants in Barcelona 
aim to regularise their legal status in order to be able to settle and work in the city and enjoy the 
best possible living conditions. (Barcelona City Council, 2007: 4). 
 
One of the most significant historical characteristics of migratory flows in the whole of Spain and 
more specifically in Barcelona, is irregularity. On arrival in Barcelona, most people are in an 
irregular situation, as the annual reports of the Care Service for Immigrants, Emigrants and 
Refugees [SAIER] testify.  
 
Often more than 50% of those using their services are in an irregular situation. However, in the last 
report presented by SAIER, corresponding to the year 2020, the percentage of people in an 
irregular situation was as high as 80%, including all those receiving support with the process of 
obtaining their residence permit. 
 
If the aim is to create inclusive policies for all those who arrive in the city, and more than 50% of 
those people are in an irregular situation when they arrive, it makes no sense to exclude them from 
reception policies.  
 
The various municipal governments, led by different mayors, have all shared a human rights-based 
approach to policies, considering people first and foremost as human beings, regardless of their 
legal status.   
 

                                                
21. The entry into force of the Aliens Act in 2005 led to the regularisation of over 700,000 people throughout Spain, 
which presented a challenge to local councils. Barcelona City Council set up an ad hoc mechanism to process requests 
for “retroactive” registration in the municipal register in order to provide proof of arrival in the country, and so make 
it easier for migrants to process their request for a residence permit. Over a four-week period, the facility set up at 
the Casa del Mig in the Parc de L'Espanya Industrial dealt with tens of thousands of people, many of whom were able 
to regularise their status.  
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The experiences of the majority of Barcelona residents who are of immigrant origin, many of whom 
now have Spanish nationality, reveals that they spent a minimum of three years in an irregular 
situation before receiving their first temporary residence permit. They later renewed that temporary 
permit, finally obtaining a permanent residence permit. Depending on their nationality or country of 
origin, they then applied for, and eventually obtained, Spanish citizenship.  
 
In 2017, the City Council approved the “government measure to facilitate access to regularisation, 
and prevent lapsed regularisation” (Barcelona City Council, 2017). This was a landmark 
achievement: for the first time, the local government of a major European city had established a 
public policy aimed specifically at migrants in an irregular situation explained in an open, 
straightforward way. It consolidated the policies regarding migrants in an irregular situation that the 
City Council had implemented in previous years, bringing them together for the first time in a single 
document and elevating them to the level of municipal policy.  
 
2.2. Specialisation versus normalisation 
Reception policies and services have always been understood as specific and temporary, related 
to migration and the legal status of "Foreign Person". Legal status as a Foreign Person involves 
certain obligations that are specified in Organic Law 4/2000, of 11 January, on the rights and 
freedoms of foreign nationals in Spain and their social integration. The idea underpinning this law 
is that people progressively gain autonomy, achieve legal stability, learn Barcelona's official 
languages (Catalan and Spanish), find work, get a stable job, and build their lives in the city of 
Barcelona like any other local resident. The historical approach of municipal policies is the principle 
of normalisation, which is clearly defined in the 2003 Municipal Immigration Plan: 
 

“The Plan's fundamental aim is to provide support for people within the framework of 
existing services, without creating parallel structures. However, it is necessary to be 
aware of the differing needs and diverse situations of each of the people who want to 
integrate into Barcelona society. Normalisation policies imply guaranteeing access to 
municipal services for all city residents. Normalisation [...] entails guaranteeing access 
to and use of the city's basic services, [...] rethinking existing services in order to 
respond to new social phenomena, and restructuring the range of available services in 
line with new needs and demands. (Barcelona City Council, 2003). 
 

This is one of the ground rules that all municipal services and departments have adhered to for 
years: not to create parallel systems for people of foreign origin, but to integrate them into the 
services aimed at the population in general. This has meant that municipal services, facilities, and 
programmes have had to adapt, both quantitatively and qualitatively, to the changing structure of 
Barcelona's increasingly diverse population. Although the response has generally been a positive 
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one, not all services and facilities have adapted to the socio-demographic changes stemming from 
immigration from outside the EU over the years. 
 
2.3. Participation 
Another distinctive feature of the reception policies implemented in the city of Barcelona is the 
participation of wider society in developing them, including immigrant associations themselves. The 
city's main reception service, SAIER, was set up in 1989 as a result of a recommendation by the 
organisations within the Municipal Social Welfare Council, specifically the Refugee Working Group. 
 
It was launched in collaboration with the Red Cross and the ACSAR Foundation, with the 
Information Centre for Foreign Workers (CITE), the Barcelona Bar Association (ICAB), the 
Association of Information and Communication Media (AMIC), and the Centre for Linguistic 
Normalisation (CNL) joining them in subsequent years. The first Municipal Reception Plan and the 
Barcelona City Reception Guidelines (2007) were drawn up in a very participatory way, with input 
from a network of 160 organisations working on reception in the city. There are many organisations 
in Barcelona that began to work on the reception of immigrants before the City Council itself did. 
Among these pioneers were the Bayt al-Thaqafa Foundation, led by Teresa Losada, the CITE, and 
the Ibn Batuta Sociocultural Association.  
 
Barcelona City Council has implemented and financed countless reception initiatives, providing 
funding for associations in all of the city's neighbourhoods which has made it possible to create a 
far-reaching territorial network. The creation of the Language Co-ordination Platform, the Network 
of Social Entities for Legal Advice (XESAJE), and more recently the entities that work in the 
Nausica shelter programme, are examples of participating organisations. 
 
The Municipal Immigration Council, established in 1997, has also played an important role in 
monitoring municipal action with regard to reception. One example that stands out is the document 
prepared by the organisations within the Municipal Council of Social Welfare, entitled "The 67 
proposals of the Barcelona Municipal Immigration Council" (Barcelona City Council, 2014), which 
was drafted to support the inclusion of migrants within the framework of the 2014 Aliens Law, and 
which proposed a series of changes in the interpretation of the existing regulatory framework to 
that end.  
 
2.4. A Local responsibility 
Reception, although very much determined by the legal framework of the state, specifically by the 
Aliens Law and the Asylum Law, is fundamentally a local responsibility. People entering the 
European Union or Spain end up heading for a specific place where they hope to find housing and 
work, and eventually to settle. The first point of contact with the local government is through the 
application for inclusion on the municipal register of residents. People gradually establish 
themselves in a neighbourhood, they find work, send their children to school, join associations, and 
so on - it is essentially a local process.  
 
Finally, it should also be noted that the Aliens Law led local governments to become more deeply 
involved in the management of migratory flows by creating “housing availability reports” for people 
who wanted to begin the family reunification process, and "social roots reports" for people in 
irregular situations who have lived in the city for three years and who wanted to access an 
extraordinary work permit. These two reports became compulsory in 2006, and this led to the 
creation of the Technical Office for Immigration, later to become the Directorate of Services for the 
Care and Reception of Immigrants which ended up taking over existing services such as SAIER 
and the translation and intercultural mediation service that had historically come under the 
umbrella of the Social Services.  

 
2.5. Registration in the municipal register is key 
The initial contact that municipalities have with foreign-born people - immigrants or refugees - who 
arrive in our towns and cities is generally through the citizen services offices when they request 
registration in the municipal register. The municipal register of residents, regulated by the basic law 
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on local government, is defined as a de facto register of the people resident in the municipality. 
This law considers registration in the municipal register of residents a requirement for everyone 
who lives in a particular municipality, regardless of their legal status. Therefore, the City Council 
has the obligation to register everyone who is actually living in the city.  
 
The same law grants registered residents the status of “member of the local community” and as 
such, also grants right of access to municipal services and facilities. Additionally, there are a whole 
series of state and autonomous community laws that generally refer to the municipal register of 
residents to determine right of access to important services, such as the health and education 
systems. So being on the municipal register guarantees equal right of access to a multitude of 
services, facilities and programmes that are available for all residents, including people in an 
irregular situation. Furthermore, due to its public nature, the municipal register also provides a way 
of demonstrating how long a person has effectively been resident in the country, something that is 
extremely important under immigration law when it comes to obtaining an extraordinary residence 
permit on the basis of “social roots”.  
 
For this reason, the city of Barcelona has always been at the forefront in terms of active 
registration policies, policies that have interpreted the basic law on local government in a way that 
allows all those living in the city, including people in an irregular situation, access to registration in 
the municipal register. A paradigmatic example of this is the registration of those who have no fixed 
abode, which makes it possible for people who have difficulty in proving their place of residence to 
register via the "report of knowledge of residence", making inclusion in the municipal register and 
therefore access to services possible.  
 
3. Legal advice 
One of the key elements of reception policies is legal advice. A major concern for migrants is how 
to access information on regularising their situation and getting a residence permit. The main 
objective of legal advice in reception policies is to provide guidance for people in an irregular 
situation, to enable them to navigate the labyrinth of legislation on foreign nationals and the 
complexities of dealing with public administrative bodies and their first residence permit. 
 
Another aim is to help people to renew their residence permits and avoid lapsed regularisation. 
People who find themselves in irregular situations are in a very precarious position, often being 
forced to work illegally and frequently under exploitative conditions. Their irregular administrative 
situation shapes their lives, making a normal life impossible for them as they are afraid of being 
detained or deported from the country under immigration legislation. For this reason, most of the 
effort in terms of legal advice has been aimed at helping thousands of people to escape from this 
limbo.  
 
Legal advice also addresses other more complex matters that often affect Foreign Persons, for 
example disputes related to the custody of minors when mixed couples separate, support 
regarding the process of applying for citizenship, and for those seeking family reunification. From 
the very beginning, this has been a key aspect of Barcelona’s reception strategy, and it has been 
supported by the CITE, one of the organisations with the most extensive experience in providing 
advice to foreign workers in Catalonia - and the ICAB, as well as by other entities.   
 
4. The Barcelona strategy 
What follows is a brief description of the programmes, services, and facilities that comprise the 
city’s reception strategy, and that are the responsibility of the Directorate for the Care of Migrants 
and Refugees. The strategy relies on an extensive centralised service, such as SAIER, in order to 
create a city-wide network (SOAPI, the Support and Guidance Service for Migrants), and on the 
reception entities located in all the city's neighbourhoods that provide complementary services and 
that receive municipal financial support thanks to certain agreements (Xarxa 9 Barris Acull, 
Apropem-nos del Poble Nou, and the Coordinadora d’Entitats del Poble-sec) and a call for 
applications for subsidies.   
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Additionally, there are other reception services, such as the New Families programme, for people 
starting the family reunification procedure, the Language Learning Strategy via the CNL (for 
Catalan) and the network of organisations that comprise the Language Co-ordination Platform (for 
Spanish, literacy, and Catalan).  
 
Other public services such as the health and education systems have their own reception 
strategies, including services such as reception classes. The range of services provided has varied 
over the years.  
 
4.1. SAIER (central service) 
Since 1989, the deep public commitment to reception policies has been evidenced by the creation 
of the single centre providing multiple services in response to the specific needs of foreign 
migrants in the city of Barcelona. Today, SAIER is defined as a service that supports all forms of 
human mobility, both in terms of arrivals (immigration, refuge), and departures (assisted voluntary 
return and emigration). 
 
It started out as a small centre located on the ACSAR association premises on Avinguda del Paral-
lel, working alongside the Red Cross. Over time it has joined forces with other entities specialising 
in the management of diverse aspects of migration, and has grown considerably. Today it occupies 
four spaces: two more on Carrer de la Font Honrada, and the new space that houses the front 
office on Carrer de Tarragona, opened in 2019).   
 
SAIER has a large front office that assesses the needs of the people who come seeking support, 
referring them to the specific specialised services that will be able to help with the issues identified. 
For example, simple legal consultations are referred to the CITE, which deals with renewals of 
residence permits, matters concerning social roots, etc. More complex queries are dealt with by the 
ICAB. Requests for Catalan courses go to the CNL, located at SAIER, where the person can be 
signed up for a course. Applications for asylum are referred to ACCEM, the Spanish Catholic 
Migration Commission Association, which replaced the ACSAR Foundation, (the Catalan 
Association for Solidarity and Assistance for Refugees) in 2016. Requests for employment advice, 
together with matters of validation or recognition of qualifications are handled by AMIC. Requests 
for assisted voluntary return are dealt with by a dedicated desk at the SAIER front office itself, 
which also offers a translation and interpretation service and psychological support. The social 
care function of the Red Cross within the SAIER framework should also be noted. 
 
SAIER was created within the domain of the Social Services, and in this sense has provided 
complementary services for certain groups of people. For example, it is SAIER that grants access 
to the state's refugee care programme. All those making a formal application for asylum in 
Barcelona and who want to enter the State care programme have to do so through the Red Cross 
at SAIER. SAIER also offers support to homeless people from non-European countries who have 
been in Barcelona for less than two years and have no local roots.  
 
Between 1993 and 2020, a total of 347,105 people received support. The evolution in the numbers 
over time reveals a pattern that links to the number of arrivals in the city, and to economic cycles.  
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4.2. Support and Guidance Service for Migrants (SOAPI)  
The Support and Guidance Service for Migrants (SOAPI) is a reception service that operates within 
the framework of the technical services of the ten districts within the city.  
 
The origins of this service can be traced back to the group information sessions that were 
organised at the Besòs Social Services Centre. Located in a neighbourhood with a high 
percentage of immigrants, at the beginning of the 2000s the centre decided to hold group 
information sessions addressing issues such as employment rights, immigration law, registration in 
the municipal register of residents, etc. In 2007, the Immigration Directorate decided to conduct a 
pilot scheme in the Poble Sec neighbourhood, organising two-hour group sessions where more 
detailed information was provided. The inspiration for this initiative was the experience in the 
Besòs neighbourhood, but the information provided focused not only on immigration issues but 
also on matters related to the city, access to basic resources, etc. This pilot programme was 
conducted in collaboration with the Coordinadora de Entitats del Poble Sec, which was responsible 
for identifying people who would benefit from such services. The experience was deemed a 
positive one, and the decision was taken to set up a programme for all districts of the city, which 
would be directly managed by the Immigration Directorate.  
 
Today, SOAPI’s main function is to provide information, guidance, support, and advice on general 
and specific matters related with territorial organisation, basic resources, rights and duties, learning 
the official languages and immigration law, as well as other topics considered useful, for the 
immigrant population in the districts. This aim is being approached in three ways: Firstly, through 
regular information sessions that are always held at the same place and at the same time, mainly 
at district level; secondly, through information sessions held at the request of specific services, 
entities, facilities or groups and which take place on their own premises, and finally, through 
individualised consultations offered to people needing information on a particular procedure, or 
who need to go into some other aspect in greater depth.  
 
In each district of the city there is a reception service agent working side by side with the rest of the 
district's professionals who is in charge of the regular information sessions, group sessions and 
individual consultations. The facilitators in each district have highly detailed knowledge of the local 
resources that people are generally referred to.  
 
SOAPI has also been responsible for ensuring compliance with Catalonia’s reception law, fulfilling 
local government obligations since 2015.  This means that it is the body that teaches the module 
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focusing on knowledge of the local environment: the C modules of “Knowledge of Catalan Society”. 
This is a fifteen-hour training programme on the content prescribed by Law 10/2010 on the 
reception of immigrants and returnees to Catalonia (historical and geographical environment, rights 
and duties, main immigration procedures, etc.). 
 
4.3. Family reunification 
Taking advantage of the powers conferred by the LOE Regulation of 2004, and given the obligation 
to issue a “housing report” for family reunification purposes, Barcelona City Council decided to 
create the New Families programme, which offers support throughout the family reunification 
process to all residents who want to bring their children, husbands, or wives over from their 
countries of origin.  
 
All those wanting to initiate the family reunification procedure need to request a report on the 
availability of suitable housing from the City Council in order to be able to proceed. This mandatory 
administrative procedure presented a unique opportunity to make contact with all who were 
seeking family reunification in Barcelona. The scheme first started out in the Horta district, 
supported by the technical structure within the district. From 2008 onwards, the scheme was 
gradually extended to other districts, eventually covering all areas of the city.  
 
The New Families programme provides support and guidance to all families who have begun the 
family reunification process in Barcelona. The programme works with the whole family, both the 
adults who are in Barcelona who have applied for reunification and the rest of the family who want 
to join them who are currently in their country of origin, whether they are spouses or children. The 
programme offers a meeting space where they can find out more about city services, schools, and 
local associations. In addition, the programme also works to make the reunification of the family 
members who arrive and those who are already in the city an enriching and positive experience. 
 
The programme also addresses aspects such as the gender perspective, for women either joining, 
or being joined by, their husbands. One of the programme’s highest priorities is to incorporate 
children and young people reunified with their families into the education system. A great deal of 
effort is made to work with both families and schools to achieve this end. One of this programme’s 
most successful initiatives was the launch of the “A l’estiu, Barcelona t’acull” project that each 
summer takes around 150 girls and boys who have arrived in the city under the family reunification 
scheme and helps them to prepare for their new lives, helping them to get to know the city better 
and to settle into the local community before starting school in September.  
 
4.4. Translation and mediation services 
The Translation and Intercultural Mediation Service was launched in 2002, and aims to support all 
municipal service professionals who work with the immigrant population. This service is divided 
into three parts: the Translation Service, the Interpersonal Mediation Service, and the Community 
Mediation Service. 
 
5. Language integration and the Linguistic Normalisation Consortium 
Helping people to learn the local languages is one of the classic features of reception policies that 
generates most consensus at European level. Knowledge of the language(s) of the host society 
enables migrants to communicate with the rest of the population, gain more autonomy, and access 
work opportunities. Therefore linguistic knowledge is considered an essential basic skill for 
employment. By inviting people who arrive in our city to learn Catalan and Spanish, and providing 
the facilities for them to do so, we help them to become more autonomous and to avoid social 
segregation, as well as providing migrants and refugees with more opportunities. 
 
With regard to the Catalan language in Barcelona, in the early 2000s there was a sudden change 
in the number of people enrolling on Catalan courses. The Linguistic Normalisation Consortium of 
Catalonia was established in the 1980s with a very specific goal in mind, to give Catalan people 
the chance to study Catalan, an opportunity that had been denied to them under the Francoist 
dictatorship. This objective was superseded in 2000 by the new needs of foreign migrants. The 
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language learning strategies involved are quite different, and it must be said that the Consortium 
has been hugely successful in adapting to these changing needs, offering many newly arrived 
migrants the chance to gain language skills immediately, and free of charge.  
 
The Centre for Linguistic Normalisation (CNL), which is part of the Consortium, set up a 
registration point for Catalan courses where the need was greatest, and where a large number of 
potential participants were to be found: SAIER. Collaboration between SAIER and the CNL began 
in 2004. People turning to SAIER for support could enrol on a language course directly through 
SAIER itself. 
 
The problem lay in the enrolment procedure, which was extremely rigid at that time, with set 
enrolment periods that generated huge queues. This was the point at which the Barcelona CNL, 
together with the City Council, agreed on a substantial increase in funding to create a far more 
flexible system, one which allows enrolment throughout the year, and a considerable increase in 
the provision of beginner and elementary level Catalan courses. This was the beginning of the 
linguistic integration strategy, which made it possible to satisfy much of the increase in demand.  
 
At the same time great effort was made to adapt educational materials to the very different realities 
of the new pupils. Thus, the CNL developed specific materials that while teaching the language 
also provided knowledge of the local environment. 
 
With regard to the teaching of Spanish, within the framework of the Reception Plan the City 
Council set up the Language Co-ordination Platform, which comprises different entities within the 
city dedicated to teaching language and literacy to migrants.  
 
The many organisations involved in facilitating knowledge of the official languages in Catalonia, 
promoting the social use of Catalan through practice (going beyond language exchange), and that 
help people to build social relationships and gain knowledge of the local area should also be 
mentioned.  
 
Some of these programmes are: the Plataforma per la Llengua language pairings, the programmes 
run by the Linguistic Normalisation Consortium itself, and those offered by the Language Co-
ordination Platform of Barcelona’s Reception and Support Network, among others. 
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6. Reception and refuge: the growing importance of refuge and the increase in complexity 
Historically, most of the new arrivals in the city of Barcelona have been economic migrants. 
Although since the 1980s there had been a constant flow of refugees and asylum seekers - at that 
time primarily from Latin American countries with totalitarian regimes such as Chile under the 
Pinochet dictatorship - in percentage terms, numbers were very low.  For example, in 2012, the 
number of asylum seekers among the users of SAIER’s services was 304 out of a total of 10,317 
people. This means that asylum seekers represented just 3% of all those seeking support from the 
city’s most important reception service. 
 
Another fact that resulted in lower levels of municipal involvement in dealing with refugees was the 
city's own lack of legislative authority in this area. The Spanish state also has jurisdiction over legal 
matters concerning refugees, and also over the establishment of a comprehensive support 
programme for asylum seekers in Spain. The Geneva Convention, together with various European 
norms, makes it mandatory for Spain to provide a refugee support programme which covers 
housing, subsistence, and a pathway to autonomy while awaiting a decision on an asylum 
application. This programme was managed by the Spanish state through the Ministry of 
Employment, in collaboration with various third sector organisations such as the Red Cross.  
 
All this changed radically in 2015, when the refugee crisis in Europe as a whole helped to put into 
perspective the realities of refuge in Spain and in Barcelona. In 2020, the number of people 
applying for asylum supported by SAIER was 44% of the total of 19,001 people who used their 
services. Most were from Colombia, Venezuela and Honduras.  
 
In 2015, in the midst of the refugee crisis triggered by the war in Syria, and in the face of the failure 
of European countries to take action, Barcelona approved the "Barcelona, Refuge City" plan. The 
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aim of the plan was to prepare the city to receive refugees, to provide them with the assistance and 
all the services required in order to guarantee their rights, and also to demand that states should 
respect humanitarian law at the most basic level. 
 
The "Barcelona, Refuge City" plan was conceived as a city-wide policy that aimed to involve the 
range of different municipal departments and services, and also the wider society - local 
associations and the citizens themselves. Part of the plan was directly concerned with welcoming 
refugees and asylum seekers. One of the main initiatives to grow out of this was the Nausica 
comprehensive support programme. This is a programme that complements State controlled 
programmes; it guarantees housing, job placement, legal advice, psychological support, etc., and 
currently has the capacity to accommodate around 150 people.  
 
7. Conclusions 
The breadth of experience gained over the last thirty years has given a perspective on how 
important reception policies are, and on the needs and requirements of people who are newly 
arrived in Barcelona. Many of the policies introduced in Barcelona have served as a model for 
other municipalities in Spain and in Europe. For example, when the city of Milan established a 
large centre to provide multiple services for new arrivals, the inspiration for the project came from 
SAIER.  
 
From the technical point of view, knowledge has been gained with regard to what works, and what 
does not, particularly in terms of key aspects such as facilitating access to the municipal register of 
residents and legal advice. Irregularity has also been identified as a fundamental aspect of 
vulnerability, one that needs to be combated and placed at the centre of policy interventions. 
However, a more systematic evaluation is needed, as the results of the policies implemented need 
to be studied. For example, do we know if we have managed to avoid the creation of a society that 
is more segregated along the lines of differences in ethnic origin? There is also a need to 
understand what the population of migrant origin thinks about the reception process, from both an 
institutional and a civic point of view.  
 
In practical terms much has been achieved, for example thanks to the legal advice provided by 
municipal services and by the organisations within the reception network, thousands of people 
have managed to regularise their situation and embark on the path towards normality, and 
thousands have gained access to knowledge of the Catalan and Spanish languages free of 
charge. Moreover, the perception of immigration as a problem in the city of Barcelona has 
remained at very low levels for years22, although recently openly xenophobic political stances have 
emerged with a high profile in the media.  
 
In contrast, there are still some groups suffering extreme residential exclusion, such as people 
living in makeshift settlements across the city, the vast majority of whom are foreign-born and in an 
irregular situation. The number of young people aged between 18 and 25 who are on the streets 
has risen in recent years, and they now make up 22.3 % of the people who use the preliminary 
reception centres for the homeless in Barcelona (Sales, 2019). We therefore need to ask ourselves 
whether or not we have achieved a society where there is less discrimination. Do people of migrant 
origin, a significant proportion of whom have been living in Barcelona since 2000, have the same 
opportunities as the population as a whole? Do they have representation in the city’s public 
domain? Have all citizens taken on board this socio-demographic change and what it means for 
the city?  
 
These are questions that need to be answered in the coming years, and that will no doubt be the 
subject of future articles.  
 

                                                
22. In the most recent municipal barometer published in December 2020, only 2.2% of citizens identified immigration 
as one of the city's “problems", placing it in twelfth position.  
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Living in the barzaj: the tensions of the ghosts of glocalization. The 
atrezzo that accompanies lone young migrants on the stage of Fortress 
Europe 
 
Neus Arnal Dimas. Social educator and researcher  
n.arnaldimas@gmail.com, @neusarnal 
 
 
If this text were a play, the protagonists would be the young people who have migrated to 
Catalonia alone in recent years. The setting would be a context defined by the limits of a 
Fortress Europe at odds with the protagonists who quietly appear, both in the border areas 
and in the municipalities. The supporting cast and atrezzo  would be the society in the 
country of origin and the host society, the media, governments and political parties, who 
would at the same time effectively be co-creators of this production. These pages will take 
the reader-observer below the surface of this performance in which it is not clear whether 
the protagonists are free agents or simply puppets in a constant struggle to shake off the 
invisible strings that bind them.  
 
 
1. Build or burn: the perverse threshold of youth  
The passion for “burning up life or the passion for building it” are, according to Alain Badiou (2016), 
quoting Aristotle, two passions that are at the same time intrinsic to, and enemies of, youth. The 
first is a state marked by immediacy, ephemeral but intense, influenced by longing and play, 
experimentation, pleasure, adventure and constant danger. The passion to burn life is 
characterised by an ongoing instability that makes it impossible to build a viable future. It is a life 
devoid of meaning, a drive for death that inhabits, secretly but entirely, the drive for life (Badiou, 
2016). The passion to build life, on the other hand, lies in the desire to acquire success and wealth 
within established frameworks. It is a clearly defined path where one succumbs to the established 
social order. In the words of the author, it is a “conservative cult of existing powers” (Badiou, 2016). 
However, neither the passion to burn life nor to build it can endure, both must be experienced by 
the young.  
 
These are passions that run through the lives of all young people, but in this text we will look at 
their impact on lone young migrants. Through success stories, the media has shown life paths that 
make it possible to “build”  a life within established frameworks despite circumstances that may not 
always be favourable. Other stories, however, have shown the other side of the coin: young people 
who live a life that “burns”. The latter, far from being the majority, have also made headline news 
and formed part of political discourse. The building-burning dichotomy has often been constructed 
as if there were only two paths to choose from. This polarity has helped to reduce the complexity of 
the migration and integration processes for lone young migrants.  
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This text is an initial approach to the context that comes along with it, to the structure underpinning 
it, and the tensions that these young people face. The following pages present an analysis of the 
current situation. It is a situation marked by a crisis in the (de)institutionalisation of the young 
people and by attacks directed at the apartments supposedly turned into squats by young people 
identified as Menors No Acompanyats (Menas) [unaccompanied minors], exmenas [former 
unaccompanied minors] and extutelats [young people who have spent a certain part of their 
childhood in a centre for young migrants].  

 
Therefore, this text is a sample of the atrezzo that every lone young migrant finds when stepping 
onto a stage that pushes the boundaries of this Fortress Europe that aspires to be both universal 
and selective at the same time. For over twenty years, children and young people have been 
emigrating alone, flouting these limits, appearing on the border as shadows or mirages, and in the 
municipalities as foreigners. Thus they become ghosts of glocalization, reminding us that although 
the world is hyper-connected and distance is constantly shrinking, inequality keeps on growing.  
 
2. The context: policies and measures aimed at lone migrant children23 and young people. 
Governmentality and the lack of control over security.  
For over 20 years, migrant children and young people have undertaken journeys to Europe, 
travelling alone. In Spain, the first were recorded in 1993, two years after the Schengen treaty was 
signed, which for the first time obliged Moroccan citizens to get a visa in order to enter Spain. 
According to Jimenez (2014), Spain’s entry into the group of Schengen countries led to an 
increase in the number of makeshift boats that washed up illegally on the Spanish coastline. In 
order to put a stop to this, in that same year steps were taken to roll out the SIVE system 
(Integrated External Surveillance System), managed by the Civil Guard.  
 
The first minors to arrive in Spain were, on the whole, children and young people with few or no 
family links who hid under trucks in Tangier with the aim of making their way to Spain. In the mid-
90s, reports of the harsh living conditions for these minors began to appear in the press, with 
headlines drawing attention to the situation in Spain, Catalonia and Morocco (Jiménez 2014). 
According to Monteros (2019), this media attention and the impact within the public sphere led to 
an increase in police pressure at Moroccan ports. From then on, new groups of minors tried to get 
to Spain via the enclaves of Ceuta and Melilla. Hoping for the chance to enter by land, for the first 
time groups of children and young people gathered in the neighbouring cities of Nador and 
Castillejos.  
 
In 1996, two legislative changes in Spain affected the migration of these children and young 
people, as they were both foreigners and minors. On the one hand, legislation was brought in 
regarding the rights and freedoms of foreigners (Organic Law 7/1985, of 1 July, on the Rights and 
Freedoms of Foreigners). In Section 19 of the legislation the term menor en situació de 
desemparament [minors without the support of a parent or guardian] used to refer to a foreign 
minor appeared for the first time. And on the other, the Spanish state introduced relevant child 
protection legislation as a result of Spain’s ratification of the United Nations' Convention on the 
Rights of the Child in 1991. Thus, Organic Law 1//1996, of 15 January on the Legal Protection of 
Minors recognised the right to protection of any person under the age of 18 across Spain, 
regardless of their nationality (Jimenez, 2014; Monteros, 2019).  
 
According to various researchers (Giménez y Suárez, 2000; Adroher, 1998 cited by Monteros, 
2019), the convergence of these legal, economic, social and political factors led to the emergence 
of a group of people that would come to be known as “unaccompanied foreign minors” (or 
“menas”). However, this legal term has been widely criticised, and has been subject to modification 
over the years, both within third sector organisations and academic circles.  
 
                                                
23. Without attempting to make the female migration of girls and young people invisible, this text focuses on the 
migration of boys and young men of the male gender. For this reason, the generic “child” will be used throughout the 
text. 
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In the 2000s, Spain and Morocco entered into diplomatic conflict over fishing rights in the 
Kingdom’s waters (Remiro, 2012). During trade talks, there were also negotiations regarding the 
relative status of migration controls. It was from then on that migration became more a question of 
exchange, of dispute and negotiation between the two countries (De Lucas, 2002, Hernando de 
Larramendi, 2004, Naïr, 1998; cited by Monteros, 2019). Since the signing of the Bilateral 
Agreements between Spain and Morocco, police pressure has grown, and a security-based view 
adopted with regard to migration management. Police presence was increased at ports and in the 
enclaves and, for the first time, minors setting out on their migratory journey by sea began to be 
observed. 
 
With migratory flows a feature on the negotiating table and the increase in the visibility of the harsh 
living conditions of children and young people who emigrated alone, in 2003 the forced deportation 
of minors to Morocco began (Jiménez, 2014). According to SOS Racisme (2004), there were 111 
repatriations of unaccompanied minors in 2003, that were, according to complaints made, in 
contravention of the Law on the Protection of Minors and the Aliens Act. A series of agreements 
and laws were drafted to strengthen this legislation, and at the same time international cooperation 
was used as a means to dissuade minors from migrating. Then the term “potential child migrant” in 
development programmes was coined (UNICEF, 2005; Jiménez, 2014). That same year, the 
European Border and Coast Guard Agency (FRONTEX) was created, and the Integrated External 
Surveillance System (SIVE) was improved. It was from then on, according to Monteros (2019), that 
migrant children and young people began to be used as a bargaining chip at a negotiating table 
where migration was already on the agenda.  
 
The deterrent effect of the policies was exacerbated by obstacles to the procedures for document 
regularisation for children and young people in care, as well as those under guardianship. In 
regions with the greatest numbers of young migrants, violations of the terms of the Aliens Act 
began to take place (Monteros, 2007). All these measures favoured the migration of young people 
beyond Spanish borders. Between 2000 and 2005, children and young people, the majority of 
whom were Moroccans, began to be observed in Italy and France. From 2005 onwards in Belgium, 
the United Kingdom, Germany, Greece and Austria. 2010 saw the first applications for asylum in 
Sweden, Denmark and Norway. One of the effects of all this was an extension of the migratory 
routes of children and young people and therefore, greater exposure to the associated risks.  
 
Neither forced repatriations, nor international cooperation, nor the lengthening of regularisation 
processes were able to prevent what was called the “Cayuco crisis” of 2007; in 2008 there was a 
record number of 8,080 arrivals. In order to mitigate the crisis, the Africa Plan was launched, which 
involved the signing of cooperation pacts and agreements on repatriations with Senegal and 
Mauritania. It was from this plan that the first FRONTEX maritime operation was born. Arrivals in 
Spain decreased until 2013 (2,632), and then kept increasing until 2018, when a total of 7,026 
were counted (Attorney General’s Office, 2019). That same year, the Policia Nacional and 
FRONTEX worked together to launch the “Minerva” operation at the ports of Algeciras, Ceuta and 
Tarifa to stop irregular migration and for the first time, the “terrorist threat”.  
 
This timeline shows how politicians, programmes and actions undertaken in relation to the 
migration of lone children and young people have always been torn between two seemingly 
contradictory approaches. As minors, lone young migrants are protected, and as foreigners they 
are subject to control. Living on this borderline affects, and often determines, the trajectories, 
decisions and destinations of children and young people, and allows us to glimpse a way that they 
might be managed, within the Foucauldian perspective of “governmentality”, Foucault (1999). This 
“governmentality” is exercised by directing destinies and individuals by hindering or facilitating, 
limiting or expanding, whether or not to use violence either explicitly or implicitly, ultimately making 
migration, regularisation and the integration of these young migrants in European countries less or 
more likely (Foucault, 1999).  
 
From the outset, the twists and turns in this governmentality of young people were to a large extent 
preceded by a media focus that showed both alarming living conditions and the impact on the 
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public sphere. Thus, in order to bring about certain changes in policy, the media coverage of the 
phenomenon became a sine qua non. As shown, some policies have tended to be more restrictive, 
in the belief that more control in itself brings more collective security. But this has not always been 
the case. Greater control, whether through border security, development programmes or 
repatriation, has had a deterrent effect in the short term, but not in the longer term. This is 
evidenced by the “Cayuco crisis” in 2007, and the increase in arrivals in 2018. The increase in 
migratory control in these cases studied has ended up driving the migration of the most vulnerable 
and/ or dependent (children and young people), and the use of forms of transport (makeshift boats) 
and routes that are less secure, as well as lengthening the migratory journey, and time spent on 
the streets with all its consequent risks. This has also had an impact on public space. Therefore 
these circumstances have not achieved the aim of increasing security - either for young migrants 
themselves, or for the rest of the population living with the consequences. In fact quite the 
opposite. To put it another way, an increase in security has tended towards a loss of control in the 
long term, as far as juvenile migratory processes and their impact on the public sphere are 
concerned.  
 
3. The data on lone migrant children and young people to Spain and Catalonia and the 
wormhole effect of reception centres  
The official count of lone children and young people who emigrated to Spain, the RMENA (Register 
of Unaccompanied Foreign Minors) of the Attorney General's Office, quadrupled in three years. It 
was 3,997 in 2016, 6,414 in 2017, 13,012 in 2018 and 12,417 in 2019.  

 
The majority of these children and young people were registered in Andalusia (4,617), Catalonia 
(1,977), Melilla (1,398) and the Basque Country (777). Simultaneously, according to the General 
Directorate of Care for Children and Adolescents of Catalonia (DGAIA), there were 1,489 new 
admissions in 2017, 3,742 in 2018, 2,202 in 2019, 810 in 2020, and 162 up to the end of March 
2021. Thus, between January 2016 and March 2021, almost 9,000 children and young people 
accessed the protection systems of the DGAIA. As most of those who arrive are between 16 and 
18 years old, this has meant an almost immediate increase in the number of young migrants who, 
at the time of coming of age, either leave the child protection programmes, or are referred to other 
resources for adults, such as ASJTET, the organisation that provides support for young people 
who are or were on guardianship programmes created by the Generalitat de Catalunya. Numbers 
here have doubled in three years. ASJTET dealt with 1,850 cases in 2017, 2,194 in 2018, 2,883 in 
2019 and 3,517 up to December 2020. Despite the increase in young people supported by the 
ASJTET, in March 2021 there were still 1,405 lone young migrants over the age of 18 (58.1% of 
the total number of children and young people admitted) in extended care, i.e. still being dealt with 
as minors awaiting emancipation resources. 26% of children in care will turn 18 in 2021. Only 3.1% 
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are female. 71.1% come from Morocco, 19.8% from sub-Saharan Africa and 5.5% from North 
Africa (DGAIA, 2021). 
 
Although they are often grouped under the “mena” label, and are supported by the same reception 
policies, there are many differences between them. In Catalonia, it is estimated that 59.9% have 
emigrated due to lack of opportunities in their countries of origin, followed by 54.7% fleeing 
poverty, and 51% doing so for work reasons (DGAIA, 2019). Family consent when agreeing on a 
migration project is as diverse as the socio-economic situation of the household or the 
geographical origin of the family (if any). However, expectations at destination are not so diverse: 
89.5% expect to find work, 52.6% to receive training, especially with a view to entering the labour 
market, and 42.9% to regularise their situation. All these circumstances reveal the heterogeneity 
and diversity within the group itself. 
 

 
The first waves of migration of children and young people studied in the 1990s revealed severe 
exclusion and neglect of young migrants in Spain. Today, as the main reason for migration is the 
lack of opportunities in the country of origin, a qualitative shift can be observed. Although lack of 
opportunity is not so distant from a desire to escape poverty, it suggests that at present the primary 
motivation driving migration is not solely the lack of material resources. Migration is also a 
response to a feeling of hopelessness experienced in the country of origin and a desire to move 
and to seek out opportunities - the ambition to follow dreams of a better future.  
 
Hence, reception centres would not be a merely places of refuge. They would also be a way, often 
the only way, to fulfil their expectations: work, education, regularisation. An analogy could easily be 
drawn with the worm that, in order to get from one side to the other of an apple, enters at one side 
and exits from another, shortening the distance between the two. The same happens with a 
wormhole that links two universes. Institutionalisation, in this case reception centres, would be a 
window of opportunity to shorten the time required to achieve regularisation in a similar way, 
entering as a child or young person in an irregular situation with the hope of leaving at 18 with a 
work and residence permit. But as will become apparent, neither arrival nor departure has 
necessarily turned out as expected.  
 
4. Structure: The shortcomings of (de)institutionalisation  
There was a clear increase in arrivals in 2018, and this was reflected on newspaper front pages 
showing children and young people sleeping at government offices and police stations. During that 
same year, images appeared of overcrowded reception centres across the country, especially in 
the enclaves of Ceuta and Melilla. This increase in migration by young people travelling to Spain 
alone brought with it a twofold problem that is still evident today. On the one hand, there was a 
crisis in the reception of migrants that created a social arena marked by a sense of emergency. On 
the other, as will be seen at the end of this article, there were various attacks on reception centres 
and later on apartments thought to house lone young migrants (who may or may not have passed 
through the support system). This shows that there was an increase in hate speech and racist 
attacks against this social group (Arnal and Garcés, 2021).  
 
In Catalonia, the increase in the numbers of children and young people arriving alone led to the 
rapid and urgent opening of additional reception centres. This often took place without coordination 
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with municipalities, in spaces that had not been adapted for educational needs, and with a lack of 
the necessary psychosocial counselling. According to the EU Agency for Fundamental Rights 
(FRA) (2019), limited reception capacity brings with it difficulties in protecting fundamental rights. 
These include: overcrowding, lack of privacy, inadequate hygiene, risk of criminal victimisation, 
sexual and gender violence, lack of consideration of vulnerabilities, and social isolation. These 
challenges with regard to the protection of fundamental rights, often experienced in emergency 
centres despite administrative efforts, meant that some young people were exposed to 
shortcomings within the system throughout the time they spent in institutions.  
 
If in 2018 the lack of resources was evident within the support system, it is now to be found at the 
end. Thus, in March 2021, 58.1% of all the young people received by the DGAIA were still being 
housed in accommodation intended for minors, despite being of legal age. And, although status as 
a minor implies that the person cannot be deported, confers the right to have a legal guardian, to 
housing (a priori and if possible, with a family), the recognition of social rights (to education, health 
care, etc.) and procedural guarantees for asylum claims and other administrative procedures, all 
this changes on turning 18. Once young migrants come of age, depending on their legal status, 
they may be at risk of refoulement, deportation, and loss of unconditional access to housing, as 
well as all the rights and guarantees to which they are entitled as minors.  
 
Thus, the shortcomings of institutionalisation resulting from the emergency of 2018 have continued 
into 2020 and 2021, and in some cases, there have also been ongoing issues with the process of 
de-institutionalisation. Gimeno (2013) provides an illustration of this using the metaphor of a 
revolving door. He argues that minors who enter protection-control centres through the juvenile 
door are increasingly being pushed out through the same revolving door as newly arrived 
undocumented adults. This lack of support during the de-institutionalisation process also leads 
young people to seek out networks of compatriots who can help them when the support system 
does not cover their needs. This is the resource that they look to in the case that the centre or 
system fails them (López, 2018). In Catalonia, the lack of support experienced by young people 
leaving the system is compounded by additional migratory flows, such as young people who have 
arrived as minors, young people who have moved through the reception system outside Catalonia, 
and young asylum seekers, etc. (Arnal and Garcés, 2021). However, this multiplicity of migratory 
flows has not prevented the start of demonstrations or attempts by local residents to evict people 
from flats being used as squats where the occupants have been explicitly identified as “menas” or 
“ex-menas”.  
 
Given the context and structure, what follows are some of the tensions that lone young migrants 
experience. 
 
5. Subjected to tensions: living in the barzaj  
 

“I was in limbo, I lived in the Strait; I was no longer from here and I wasn’t yet from there, forever 
on the starting line in the barzaj between life and death ”.  

Mathias Enard, La calle de los ladrones, 2013. 
 
For Muslims, the barzaj, according to Mohammed, is the moment in which the body and the soul 
separate before the final judgement. The barzaj is a state of uncertainty, doubt, tension and 
change. It is an invisible, uncoordinated space between two, intrinsically distanced and 
differentiated points, which never come together and never meet. It is a threshold, a liminal space.  
On a daily basis lone migrant children and young people experience and embody a range of 
tensions; some of these are specific, and others are common to their stage of life. These are 
generated and influenced by multiple factors. As we will see, the majority of these are linked to 
ideals that are never achieved, or to spaces and moments in time that fall between something that 
has been left behind, and something else that appears always to be out of reach. These tensions 
between two seemingly irreconcilable points sometimes become entrenched, and one of them can 
take on an overly central role. Although they are often born and reproduced in a transnational field, 
i.e. simultaneously here, there, and in cyberspace, the consequences of living with these tensions 
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often erupt within the local sphere. It is then that, as the Hellenistic philosopher said, it would seem 
that these “ghosts of glocalization” have only two paths to choose between: one, to build a life by 
succumbing to the established order, the other, to burn life as a form of protest.  
 
5.1. First point of tension: between the haraga and the mena 
 

“There’s no way out, no hope, please, tell me,  
How can I escape this? When will I get out? 
 I’ll leave as a haraga, whatever happens”. 

Mourad Guerbas and Samir Saadaoui, Haraga, 2018. 
 
When you work with young lone migrants, the word haraga soon becomes familiar. It is in the 
songs they listen to, they use the word amongst themselves, sometimes with pride, sometimes as 
an insult. It also appears on social networks. The word haraga has as its root the term  HRQ in 
classical Arabic, which means to burn or to catch fire. Cortés’s dictionary of modern colloquial 
Arabic defines it as a person who lights up (Quiroga 2003). In a metaphorical sense, it refers to 
someone who risks or burns their life in order to be able to migrate, and is used to refer to those 
who travel illegally and without papers. It refers also to those who burn their documentation prior to 
starting their journey so as not to be identified and thus avoid the risk of being deported. The term 
generally is used in the pejorative sense, and although it can sometimes be used as a synonym for 
brave, it is a word that young people prefer to avoid using. The haraga speaks to us of the illegality 
of the migratory process and a passion for life, like Aristotle’s, that burns. It is a life that 
transgresses, that takes place on the outside, and one that even defies the control and the 
institutions of the state. 
 
Once arrived in Spain and taken to a reception centre, the haraga enters into direct contradiction 
with the “mena”. If the haraga seeks to circumvent the regulations and the boundaries, the “mena” 
knows that he has to accept them. If the haraga travels illegally, anonymously, so as not to be 
recognised and to elude the control of the state, the “mena” needs to be visible, to hold 
documentation that proves that he exists, and subject himself to state control in order to be able to 
build, to work towards achieving his goal. The only way to leave the haraga behind is by entering 
the wormhole, i.e. the reception centres from which he hopes to emerge with a work and residency 
permit, and not to fall back into an irregular situation. The fine line between the haraga and the 
“mena” is the one that separates illegality from legality, and lone young migrants constantly shift 
between the two sides of the border.  
 
5.2. Second point of tension: between children and adults  

 
“I steal. No begging, I’m 16 years old.  
My mate Sebtawi was right: begging is for kids and old people.  
It’s shameful for a kid to beg when they can steal”. 

Mohamed Chukri, El pan a secas, 2012. 
 
Lone young migrants, in terms of their life process, live in a constant state of ageist schizophrenia. 
In their home countries they are considered adults capable of fulfilling certain responsibilities, a fact 
that is reaffirmed when they cross the Straits of Gibraltar. This crossing is interpreted as a “right of 
passage” where the “child” leaves home to become an adult who is expected to build their own life. 
They are also expected to contribute to the family economy (since in many cases the family has 
invested money in them), and they are now the ones who should, from a distance, take care of the 
family (and the sooner the better).  
 
At destination however, this assumption of responsibility clashes directly with the fact that in the 
host country they are seen as children who are justifiably - in need of protection. There is a clash 
for several reasons, but two in particular stand out: firstly, the fact that centres and apartments tend 
to have clear schedules and rules that, although very necessary, can be difficult to live with after 
being considered an adult in the country of origin, and/ or after days, or even months, of survival 
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during the migratory process. Secondly, because in most cases centres and apartments cannot 
provide what young people are looking for in order to feel empowered, responsible and able to 
“take care” of the family: paid work.  
 
Mohamed Chukri (2012), based on his own experience, equates living in a state of dependence to 
childhood. The author relates how, after months of misery, receiving beatings and abuse while 
trying to make a living, turning to crime was for him a form of empowerment. In fact it was like 
crossing a line into adulthood, leaving behind the dependence of the child or adult who begs.  
 
Origin and destination intertwine with the ideas held on opposite sides of the Strait regarding age 
and the responsibilities that come with it, which often clash. At destination, they are seen as 
children in need of protection from an adulthood pressed upon them at too young an age in their 
countries of origin. In their countries of origin, it is often the other way round: young migrants are 
only adults who become children again when they arrive at their destination.  
 
5.3. Third point of tension: between offline and online  

 
“Bleti, Bleti [wait, wait], don’t start eating.  
Photo for your aunt..., photo for your grandma...  
So they see that we eat in Spain too!”. 

@Hamzazaidi97, Cuando comes fuera con tus padres  
España vs Marruecos, 2018. 

 
The role of social media runs through the lives of young people, with greater or lesser intensity, for 
several reasons. Firstly, because social media influences the decision to migrate as it generates 
imaginaries of the host country and what life might be like there. Within this imaginary, the 
destination is often presented as the place that will it possible to make their aspirations as global 
young people a reality. (Gimeno, 2014). Secondly, once they have emigrated images of the 
success of the migratory journey are common, and materialise in various ways: in emblematic 
spaces around the city, with branded clothing, with girls, with money, with cars or luxury 
motorcycles, showing off muscles etc. In short, with everything that fits with the imaginaries of 
hegemonic masculinity. This shows how that place where consumption in accordance with the 
dictates of global consumer society was not possible has been left behind. 
 
For Gimeno (2014), the images of sports icons, leisure, and consumer goods position young 
people within the sexual market, reflect an apparent social status, and are at the same time 
indicators of integration within Western teenage society. Thus, the ascription of identity to certain 
symbols evokes the success of the migration project, at least in accordance with capitalist 
consumer standards or, as Belguendouz (2009) puts it, in accordance with access to the 
“European supermarket”.  
 
However, this apparent success hides contradictions. On the one hand, because the products 
worn are frequently imitations that may well have been produced in the place of origin - that place 
from which they have fled. On the other hand, because the visibility of such content at the 
destination conditions its existence online, but not offline (Gimeno, 2014). Thus, the images are a 
projection that often has little to do with the real world.  
 
Yet cyberspace, within a context of transnational relations, provides the opportunity to create and 
display an alter ego rooted in the virtual. As an a-territorial space, it is also a place that makes 
belonging possible for young migrants who live between here, there, everywhere, and nowhere.  
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5.4. Fourth point of tension: between two different vulnerabilities: to becoming the victims 
of crime, or the perpetrators of crime  

 
“But, why didn’t you want to be at the reception centre?” 
Because they treat you like a kid, and at the same time they look at you like a criminal, that’s 
the problem”. 

Morad, Centre Educatiu de Justícia Juvenil.  
 
Morad expressed the tension experienced by some lone young migrants on becoming 
institutionalised at reception centres: being treated like children while being viewed as criminals. 
He says that reception centres do not provide what he was looking for, a safe space, and a place 
that would enable him to regularise his situation. He felt they were turning him back into the child 
he had left behind when he crossed the Strait. For these reasons, like other children and young 
people, he preferred to “go it alone”. Years later, with hindsight he recognised that this was an idea 
that was impossible without involving some sort of abuse of his freedom or his vulnerability, or of 
both at the same time.  
 
Exposure to life on the street or in an emergency reception centre can stretch over a long time, and 
it can involve exposure to certain risks, both victimological and criminological. Researchers from 
the PREMECE project (OCSPI, 2020), working in Ceuta with the aim of reducing situations of 
vulnerability amongst young people living on the street and their impact on public space, have 
studied this. The project managed to significantly reduce the judicial measures imposed on minors. 
The results confirm that despite a much-heightened feeling of insecurity among city residents 
stemming from young people living on the street, few actually resort to committing crimes in the 
city, and if they do, most of their offences are minor ones. According to the researchers the 
problem lies in the fact that young offenders living on the street end up not complying with their 
probation orders, which leads to their internment in closed centres for minor offences. The same 
researchers affirm that minors do not usually go to the police when they are victims of theft, 
physical aggression or abuse, and, therefore incidents in which they are the victims are generally 
not recorded. Furthermore, although they have the right to receive medical attention, they do not 
access it when they need it.  
 
In the face of this situation, public opinion often swings between compassion and rejection and 
fear. This is something that is also (re)created through political discourse. Such as the case, for 
example, of the video by Teresa Rodríguez, general coordinator for Podemos Andalucía, in which 
she declared “they are children - they’re called menas because they want us to forget this”. She 
made this statement in response to the visit of the president of VOX Madrid, Rocio Monasterio, to 
the La Macarena district of Seville to denounce supposed “packs of menas”. “Vulnerable children” 
or “young criminals”: it would seem that there are only two ways to interpret this migration within 
the perspective of political discourse. These two very different imaginaries (re)produce polarisation 
because they minimise nuance, and therefore also the complexity of the phenomenon.  
 
The following illustrates what has been said so far. While it is understood that there are three 
points of tension that affect children and young migrants only horizontally (because they tend to be 
specific to, or are amplified in this particular group), one of them is vertical (because it tends to be 
common in young people of the same age).  
 
The distribution is an open-ended illustration of the above explanation, it is not finite and is 
constantly changing in accordance with the same cited governmentality. Lone young migrants are 
suspended in this constantly shifting barzaj or limbo, being seen and treated as lone, vulnerable 
children who are victims and/ or as clandestine adults against whom protection is needed.  
 
 
 
 



 
 

69 
 

 
6. The current situation: demonstrations and attacks on reception centres and flats used as 
squats, a self-fulfilling prophecy?  
As stated, the increase in arrivals of young migrants has generated two issues: the first, already 
mentioned in the previous pages, has been the crisis at the reception phase; the second, an 
increase in xenophobic and racist discourse against them as a group. For Arnal and Garcés 
(2021), the two issues have brought local administrations into the picture. These, despite not 
having responsibilities in terms of child protection, are the first authorities to be held responsible (or 
to experience the consequences first-hand) when their municipalities are home to groups in a 
situation of extreme social exclusion.  
 
Through SOS Racisme (2020) and different media sources, a series of events and situations that 
occurred between 2019 and 2021 have been drawn together for analysis. Among these, the 
following stand out: 
 

• 5 violent attacks on youth centres in Castelldefels, Masnou, Canet de Mar (2019), Badalona 
(2020) and Torredembarra (2021). 

 
• 4 attacks on flats allegedly used as squats by young people of North African origin in 
Barcelona-Trinitat Vella, Premià de Mar, Llançà (2020) and Torredembarra (2021).  

 
• 2 demonstrations and the creation of 2 citizens’ platforms opposing the opening of reception 
centres in Rubí and Barcelona-Besòs (2019).  

 
• 8 demonstrations to protest against public insecurity, 5 of which ended in, or were related to, 
violent attacks on reception centres or squats.  

 
The first violent attacks on reception centres and demonstrations against these occurred over the 
course of 2019, a year after the increase in arrivals. Many of them were focused on emergency 
centres (already in existence or planned) with a high number of places. These were: Canet de Mar 
(50 places), Castelldefels (60), Rubí (70 planned), Masnou (50) and Barcelona-Besòs (50 
planned). All of those already established are managed by the same cooperative.  
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With regard to the demonstrations, the first one was in Canet de Mar (2019) where a group of local 
residents demonstrated against insecurity within the municipality. Several young people were 
passing by the place where the demonstration was taking place, and some local residents verbally 
abused them, while others recorded the events. A few days later, a man entered the town's 
reception centre armed with a machete, and threatened to kill the centre director and residents. In 
Barcelona-Poble Sec (2019) a demonstration (also against insecurity) was organised by the 
district’s Neighbourhood Association. The flyer states that there is a direct link between heightened 
insecurity and a group menas who live in Montjuïc, outside protection systems. Also, in Barcelona-
Trinitat Vella (2020) there was an attempt to set fire to a house being used as a squat the day 
before a demonstration organised by local residents. Squatters were identified as the main source 
of insecurity in the neighbourhood. The demonstration ended with an attempt by the demonstrators 
to evict them from the building. In Mataró (2020), demonstrations took place outside various flats 
being used as squats in the municipality. There was no attempt to clear the building, but the 
creation of neighbourhood patrols was reported for the first time. Days later, in Premià de Mar 
(2020) there was a demonstration outside a flat occupied by squatters, and an attempted attack by 
local residents aimed at evicting them. Two weeks later, in Llançà (2020), the same thing 
happened. After a demonstration, local residents tried to evict those living in a flat being used as a 
squat. During a protest against insecurity In Pineda de Mar (2020), direct links were made between 
menas as a group and squatting and delinquency. Finally, in Torredembarra (2020) an attempt to 
evict people from a house that was being used as a squat (unsuccessful, because the young 
people were not there) was for the first (and only) time combined with a subsequent attack on a 
reception centre.  
 
These demonstrations, while mostly legitimate, were often accompanied by lies circulated on social 
networks. In Canet de Mar, a video was passed around of a brutal attack on a woman in a public 
space. In it the attacker was identified as a mena. It was later revealed that the events filmed had 
taken place in China. In the Besós neighbourhood of Barcelona, WhatsApp messages claimed that 
in 48 hours 50 temporary shelters would be set up on a plot of land to act as an emergency centre 
for minors. Although a centre had indeed been planned for the site, it was not going to be built in 
the next 48 hours. The messages called for local residents to mobilise to defend “your children’s 
safety”. In Badalona, via Twitter, the mayor took pride in having managed to stop the establishment 
of a reception centre in the city. Shortly afterwards, it became known that the decision not to do so 
was taken by the DGAIA, and not by the mayor. The assault on a flat used as a squat in Premià de 
Mar was justified by the alleged rape of a local girl by one of the young people. The police (Mossos 
d’Esquadra), some days later, said that this was not true. In Torredembarra, before the attack, 
videos circulated showing young migrants, some of them threatening. Shortly afterwards, it was 
shown that none of the young people in the videos were resident at the reception centre that had 
been attacked. A number of incidents have, however, been proven and brought to trial. For 
example there was an accusation of attempted rape in Masnou, which effectively ended with the 
internment of a young man (who had been in a reception centre) in a closed centre. There was 
also the case of the young man who had been in a reception centre, and who was guilty of 
committing six rapes in Barcelona, some in the area of Montjuïc. This was used by local residents 
to back up their claims of feeling increasingly insecure.  
 
Other events included a demonstration by minors at a hotel in Sant Just Desvern to denounce 
coercion, and to demand more resources and the resignation of the director of the centre. Also, 
two fights broke out between young people in Castelldefels (2019) (prior to the attack on the 
reception centre) and in Barcelona-Zona Franca (2019).  
 
All these situations have resulted, according to the sources cited, in a total of 25 people being 
injured: 15 migrant minors or young people, 4 educators, 1 security guard and 5 police officers 
(Mossos d’Esquadra).  
 
These events have also been accompanied by political discourse. For example, during a 
demonstration in Rubí in 2019 to protest against the opening of an emergency centre for minors, 
the mayor of the PSC (Socialist Party of Catalonia), Ana Maria Martinez, spoke out publicly for the 
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first time, in the middle of an election campaign. A party colleague, former mayor of Badalona Álex 
Pastor, followed her lead, and four months later he posted the aforementioned tweet.  
 
Although neither of the mayors directly accused the minors of criminal acts, their statements 
certainly had at least two consequences. On the one hand, the normalisation of the use of the 
crisis in the reception of migrants to dispute political space, and on the other, the legitimisation of 
the xenophobic discourses - already often based on falsehood - promoted by the far right. The 
extreme right wing VOX party led by Santiago Abascal has used the legal and much criticised term 
mena to generate a political campaign against lone young migrants in recent years. Deficiencies in 
emergency reception have been used to present an image of a lack of institutional control, wasted 
resources, and ultimately of political mismanagement (Cheddadi, 2020). At the same time, the 
party has sought to establish a causal link between Spain's socio-economic problems (such as 
youth unemployment, the precariousness of pensions, and insecurity in local neighbourhoods) and 
this crisis and the “upheavals” “caused” by lone young migrants. Through social media and 
campaigns seeking to achieve maximum media impact (regardless of whether or not the 
arguments presented are valid), VOX has sought to set itself up as the only alternative capable of 
alleviating the institutional neglect of Spanish citizens by the other parties. The aim of all this being 
to open up the possibility of questioning who should legitimately be able to access certain 
citizenship rights, and who should be excluded.  
 
Multiple groups have claimed that in the demonstrations against reception centres and squats in 
places such as Masnou, Premià de Mar or Torredembarra, people from outside the municipality 
appeared and encouraged xenophobic and racist chants. As has been seen, the attack in 
Torredembarra in 2021 was, for the first time, an attack where a legitimate demonstration over 
fears of insecurity among local residents turned into an assault on a squat. When there was no-one 
to be found there, the protesters went on to attack a reception centre for people who had nothing to 
do with the squatters. The events in Torredembarra reveal the xenophobic imaginary with regard to 
the problem to be “eradicated”, and it can be seen that the issue is not the squats. The “root” of the 
problem, and therefore what needs to be questioned, is the right of vulnerable migrant children and 
young people to be taken in.  
 
7. The right to dream outside ready-made scenarios  
Throughout these pages, it has been possible to perceive how young migrants' power to act is 
seriously affected by the tensions they experience, by the context in which they find themselves, 
and by the structure that supports them. A structure that has often tended to be intermittent and 
exclusionary. Limited in their own ability to act, it seems as if lone young migrants, rather than 
being subject to the law, are held up by invisible strings that at the same time both support and 
control them.  
 
Tired of living in a world of constant tensions and contradictions - child/ adult, regularity/ illegality, 
victim/ threat, in short on the eternal threshold of the barzaj, they have often wanted (or have been 
pushed) to break free, to leave the stage and live in the wings of the theatre. This “exit from the 
stage” has been reported by the media and used by governments and political parties who have 
sought to prevent it through control-care mechanisms. But, as has been revealed, in some cases 
this desired security that has been gained by exercising greater control has often brought with it a 
decline in respect for the fundamental rights of young people as individuals and as minors. This 
decline, in addition to the situation of constant uncertainty experienced by many of them from the 
outset, has contributed to the increase in disenchantment or disengagement of some young people 
with the system/ theatre. This has once again increased the risk of becoming either a victim or a 
perpetrator of crime, and the consequences have impacted on the public sphere. Tense situations 
have, once again, been reported by the media and exploited politically. Lone young migrants, 
society, politicians and the media all seem to be actors in a play that goes on and on, and has no 
happy ending. A situation of constant flux, one that far from being a wormhole, resembles a 
revolving door; the more media coverage it receives, the more it becomes politicised, the more 
vulnerability it creates, and then back to the beginning again.  
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In a world where mobility constitutes a sought-after part of success, young migrants, like this global 
generation of hyper-connected young people, long only for the right to dream and to imagine their 
own future beyond ready-made scenarios.  
 
The struggle for the possibility to build a life and not to burn does not rest solely in the hands of 
young people. It also depends on civic commitment, political will, and journalism ethics. Because it 
is not only the observance of fundamental rights and obligations of minors and individuals that is at 
stake here. It is also a question of whether the dripping tap of social issues is turned on or off, that 
tap that slowly but surely waters the seeds of hatred and fear of the other, which, if not pulled up 
from the root, will once again flourish.  
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Fewer rights, greater suffering 
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Every week for the past nine years a group of volunteers from the Migra Studium Foundation 
have visited the people being held at the Zona Franca CIE. The aim of these visits is to listen 
to them, support them, provide them with information about their situation, and facilitate their 
defence and access to justice system. They are also a springboard for advocacy, 
denunciation and awareness-raising work, particularly in relation to the violation of rights, as 
part of a network with other civil society platforms and organisations. Achieving 
improvements in the conditions under which people are held in the CIE and advocating for 
changes in immigration policy that would transform a currently hostile system are just two of 
the key elements. The ultimate goal is to close down the CIEs and foster a more welcoming, 
hospitable society. The impediments to making these visits - or even outright prohibition by 
the authorities - are also a way of raising awareness and continuing to denounce the 
existence of rights violations in the CIE. This is also what has been happening during the 
coronavirus pandemic. 
 
 
Introduction 
Migra Studium Foundation's team of visitors to the Zona Franca CIE have been keeping a close 
eye on the facility, as it has every year since 2012. The team bears witness to the enormous 
complexity and diversity of day to day life in the facility and offers support to detainees. 2020 has 
been a very different year in every sense. The challenges presented by the Covid-19 pandemic 
suddenly penetrated every aspect of daily life in our countries. The detention system, the 
deportation policy, and life within the centres have been no exception to being affected by the 
pandemic. Just as life outside the CIEs has been upturned by coronavirus, so the virus has 
entered the walls of the CIE, turning life inside it on its head. 
 
The following pages describe the extent to which the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic has shaken 
the assumptions underpinning migration policy since the central government declared a state of 
emergency and imposed lockdown on 14 March 2020. One of the most notable effects of the 
pandemic was the deportation or release of the last few remaining detainees and the evacuation of 
the facility on 19 March. For a period of 200 days, there were no detainees at the CIE in 
Barcelona’s Zona Franca. Since deportation was no longer an option, Spain’s detention centres 
remained empty until the central government announced the reopening of the CIEs on 23 
September. 
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What follows is a reflection on the events that took place in 2020 in relation to the detainment of 
migrants at the Zona Franca CIE. First, there was the task of visiting and supporting detainees during 
most of the first quarter of the year. This was no easy task in February and the beginning of March, 
long before the state of emergency was declared, but already aware of the alarming news of the 
extent of the pandemic in Italy and in the rest of Europe, and the number of countries closing borders 
with Spain continuing to grow. The detainees interned at that time knew this and the tension inside. 
 
The CIE during those weeks was palpable, making it even more difficult for the Migra Studium team 
to provide effective support. Later, on 5 October, detention activities recommenced, and deportations 
or refoulements were also resumed. At that moment, however, the management of the CIE, with the 
complicity of judicial authorities, impeded the resumption of visits and support from Migra Studium, 
any other NGO, the Religious Care Service, and even the friends and families themselves of the 
detainees. 
 
Within the framework of Law 4/2000 on the Rights and Freedoms of Foreign Nationals in Spain 
and their Social Integration, internment in the CIE has become even harder. Hence the title of this 
document: “Fewer rights, greater suffering”. Since the limitations on rights has further restricted the 
freedoms of detainees, detention has caused even greater suffering. The volunteers who visit the 
CIEs and offer their support have borne witness to this suffering. The aim of this document is to 
raise the profile of two directly opposing realities, both of which were nonetheless possible in 2020. 
The first of these is that for a period of 200 days there were no arrests, no detentions, and no 
refoulements. For 200 days the Catalan capital was free from the most repressive face of migration 
policy. The second is that in the last quarter of the year - and this remains so to this day - 
detainees are living in a state of “aggravated detention”, within the framework of detention as 
stipulated in the legislation. And, after several months, neither the Ministry of the Interior nor the 
judicial authorities have taken effective measures to alleviate this situation; on the contrary, there 
appears to have been a desire to normalise and perpetuate detainees’ social isolation. 
 
1. A look at the CIE from the perspective of providing support 
Between January and March 2020, Migra Studium received 57 visit requests, and provided personal 
support to 56 people deprived of their freedom at the Zona Franca CIE, making a total of 118 visits in 
all. Twenty-two of these people needed specialised support. All the visits were made to men, 
because although renovation work on the women’s block was completed in 2019, during the months 
when the facility was in operation, all the detainees were male. Notably, the 57 people requesting 
visits from Migra Studium represents only around 26% of the total number of people who were 
detained in the Zona Franca CIE up to 19 March. Therefore, there remains some way to go if the 
right to visits is to be fully guaranteed24. 
 
Although it is true that National Police officers do generally facilitate the visits, twelve incidents have 
been recorded by volunteers. Most are connected with unjustified delays (of between 20 minutes and 
an hour) at the beginning of the visits, or exceptionally long waiting times in the visits room (where 
visitors are locked in until the duty officer opens the door and brings the detainee in). Despite the 
visiting hours for NGOs being less restrictive than for families, and volunteers always identifying 
themselves as members of the foundation, on a good few occasions the police officers on duty have 
interpreted visiting hours in a restrictive way, effectively reducing visiting hours. The most frequently 
given reason for delays by the police was that there were not enough staff on duty to facilitate the 
movement required for the visits. The high turnover of officers clearly seems to be one of the factors 
hindering the work of the volunteers, given that the rules and regulations were sometimes applied 

                                                
24. At the time of writing (end of April 2021), the Ministry of the Interior has still to publish the official data on 
internment in 2020, and furthermore the data requested by Migra Studium via the transparency portal has not been 
provided. Since the centre assigns detainees a number, the total number of people who have been deprived of their 
freedom (219) has been inferred from the last number assigned. Since the resumption of detention in October 2020, 
Migra Studium has only been able to contact detainees in the CIE by telephone, and this itself has only been possible 
since January 2021. Migra Studium's own estimate of the number of detainees over the whole of 2020 is 366, 219 from 
January to March, and 147 from October to December. 
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arbitrarily depending on who was on duty, or the volunteer themselves had to inform the officer about 
what the authorised visiting hours were. Last, the marked increase in tension inside the CIE at the 
end of February and during early March may also explain the reiteration and number of such 
incidents, heightening the support team’s sense of the rules being applied arbitrarily. 
 
The volunteer team reduced the average number of visits per detainee to 2.1, a figure very similar to 
that of 2018 (2.5 visits per detainee), and contrasting sharply with the 3.3 visits per detainee in 2019. 
In the absence of official data, this reduction in the number of visits per detainee can be explained by 
detainments of less than the legal maximum of 60 days, and the celerity with which the authorities 
responsible for the CIE reduced the number of detentions in the final weeks prior to the closure of the 
facility, either deporting detainees (primarily Algerians) or releasing them (other nationalities). 
 
Regarding requests for support requiring more specialised monitoring, the pandemic has 
generated its own sophistry. Overall, 14 out of 22 cases involved the need for enhanced support 
during the days just prior to and immediately after the closure of the CIE. In fact, Migra Studium 
had embarked on what was effectively a campaign to advise detainees and accompany lawyers to 
the facility to request their release as the steady closure of borders was confirmed, and European 
Union, Council of Europe, and the Ombudsman's resolutions were announced stating that 
detention was pointless if deportation was not possible. Following the closure of the facility, a 
significant number of detainees were released, but were effectively left out on the streets at a time 
when a state of emergency had been declared and lockdown imposed. The visitor team continued 
to offer these people support, sourcing emergency housing, beds in shelters, or other solutions.  
 
Unfortunately, the special cases of presumed minors and people suffering from mental or physical 
illnesses represented a proportionally high number of the total (8 out of 22). This is a reminder that 
internment, in the midst of a pandemic, is most cruel to the most vulnerable populations. 
 
Over the ten weeks during which Migra Studium could spend time in the facility, the people visited 
were of eight declared nationalities, and almost nine out of every ten were from the Maghreb (51): 
nineteen Algerians and eighteen Moroccans. Other nationalities represented a tiny percentage of the 
detainees. As has been the case since 2018, there is a tendency on the part of the government to 
detain Maghrebi nationals in the Barcelona CIE. There may be several reasons for this very high 
proportion of people from the Maghreb.  
 
First, there is the Ministry of the Interior's efforts to increase the number of deportations by focusing 
on detaining people from two countries that have bilateral agreements on the readmission of 
nationals in an irregular situation25. And second, since geographical proximity reduces the structural 
and logistics costs of deportation, and given that the aforementioned countries have consulates in 
the city of Barcelona and are collaborators in the policies of externalisation of border control (through 
the admission of third-country nationals in transit), Moroccan and Algerian nationals have become 
prime targets for detention in the Zona Franca CIE. 
 
2. A look at the human drama of the CIE 
In 2020, there was no change in the fact that the CIE is underpinned by hostility towards migrants. 
Despite having been closed for 200 days, the CIE once again revealed the visible, physical, and 
structural face of the blind determination not to welcome, not to recognise, and not to assist the 
other, those who are different, those who come from other lands. In a world in the throes of a 
pandemic, society continues to support policies that refuse to welcome, protect, recognise, or 
assist. 
 
The detainees are people with migration projects and the desire for a better life which are about to 
crumble into dust. Dreams of integration, of regularising their residence status, of working, of 
studying, of receiving international protection, and of living as citizens in our country are torn apart 
                                                
25. Morocco, with an agreement in force since 3 February 1992 www.boe.es/boe/dias/1992/04/25/pdfs/A13969-13970.pdf , 
and Algeria, with an agreement in force since 18 February 2004 www.boe.es/boe/dias/2004/02/12/pdfs/A06350-06352.pdf. 

http://www.boe.es/boe/dias/1992/04/25/pdfs/A13969-13970.pdf
http://www.boe.es/boe/dias/2004/02/12/pdfs/A06350-06352.pdf
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in the CIE: very few success stories emerge from within its walls, very few are released and 
manage to rebuild their lives. Migra Studium volunteers know that they will often have to deal with 
failure and suffering. But it is also here that humanity, which is as fragile as is the human condition 
itself, is discernible. A few visits and conversations make human and humanising support a reality. 
 
The year 2020 was of course marked by the pandemic, but it must also be remembered that at the 
beginning of the year the country suffered the effects of extreme weather conditions, epitomised in 
the storm Gloria. The low temperatures, strong winds and incessant rain and damp were felt 
strongly at the CIE, making living conditions even harder. Moreover, as alarm surrounding Covid-
19 grew, tensions among detainees and between detainees and the police also ran high, making 
their vulnerability and the violations of their rights even more evident. Some of the detainees visited 
spoke to volunteers of their first-hand experiences of this26. 
 
“My journey has been very long,” Ibrahim (24 years old, Gambian, 56 days at the CIE, 
released). 
“In 2015, I set off for Libya. I had to cross Senegal, Mali, and Burkina Faso, a very long journey, 
and without saying anything my family: I wanted to spare them the hardship of saying goodbye, 
and above all I didn’t want them to worry. I love them so much, I couldn’t bear to see them suffer 
because of me. My clear goal was to take a boat to Italy when I arrived in Libya, which is what I 
did. But I didn’t expect the crossing to be so hard; when I think back on it what I remember is fear, 
the horror of dying in those black waters. Because...you know? Two of my companions died and 
they were thrown overboard, in the middle of the sea... 
 
In Italy, I found temporary work doing gardening and cooking, and then after I’d been out of work 
for a time, in 2019 some people I knew from Almeria encouraged me to come to Spain. I worked in 
the greenhouses for a few days; the conditions were terrible, inhuman, and I decided to go back to 
Italy. But just when I got to the border they asked me for my papers and took me to the CIE. I’ve 
been shut up in here for 49 days; my family don’t know where I am; the truth is I don’t want to 
speak to my mother, she’d suffer if I told her I was in the CIE, and I don’t want that. And I’m so 
alone here. I don’t have anyone; I don’t know anyone. I just dream of a better future, one where I 
can work and help my family.” 
 
“I don’t feel well, I’m tired”, Hocim (25 years of age, Moroccan, deported after being detained 
for 42 days). 
“I’ve been living in San Sebastián for two years, working and studying. I don’t know why they 
brought me here." [Hocim said the same thing, not twice but three, four, maybe even five times. I 
let him talk, but he kept getting sleepy.] “I’m sorry, I’m tired, they give me pills with my meals...” [He 
showed me packs of Diazepam and Dormidina, and told me that he took 6 or 7 tablets of 
Diazepam a day, as well as about 4 tablets of Dormidina just to sleep. He also told me that he 
wasn’t used to taking medicine, but that the doctor at the CIE told him that he’d feel calmer if he 
did.  
 
It was difficult to converse, but then I realised it was because of all the pills he’d taken. He was 
there for just ten more days, during which time we met again, and he was still tired, absent, and 
talking round in circles.] 
 
“I don’t want problems, I just want to live,” El Fekri (25 years old, Algerian, deported after 
being detained for 53 days). 
“Look, I don’t feel like talking,” [this is what he said, but he didn’t move from his chair. I didn’t move 
either, I decided to give him some space. After less than two minutes, a torrent of words suddenly 
came out]. “I earn my living, you know? I don’t depend on anyone, I make money from scrap metal, 
I don’t steal from anyone, I stay out of trouble... all I want to do is to live. Here at the CIE it’s really 
cold, and there’s no heating. We only have one blanket each; well, now they’ve given us another 
                                                
26. The names of these witnesses (and in some cases their countries of origin) have been changed to maintain their 
anonymity. 
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one. Anyway, I don’t want any trouble. There are policemen who beat up the detainees here, you 
know? I saw it on Tuesday, but I don’t want any trouble.” [He fell silent again. We looked into each 
other’s eyes and, without meaning to, I looked down at his right hand. It was half hidden and I 
could see blood.] “Yes, my hand. It’s the worst thing that’s happened since I’ve been here. It was 
yesterday afternoon: I was praying in my cell, and five policemen came in to make fun of me; I 
carried on praying and in the end they left. But when they’d gone I just couldn’t control my rage and 
I punched the wall. I’m a fool, I know that, but I couldn’t stand the mockery and the insults." 
 
“I’m 16 and I’m really scared,” Wanis (16 years old, Algerian, deported). 
“I’m a minor. I’ve told them so many times, but they don't take any notice. I don’t know what I can 
do. I’m really frightened, I don't know why I’m here. I got here five days ago, and I can’t sleep or 
eat. I’m scared when I’m in my cell, in the yard, in the dining room. I just need them to do the test, 
and then they’ll let me out of here. I can’t go back to Algeria, I lived on the streets there: my parents 
are dead, and I haven't heard from my brother for years. I’m really scared.” 
 
Wanis arrived in a small boat. He started to talk to the Migra Studium volunteer because it was 
patently obvious that he was a minor, and in fact the head of the CIE himself asked us to visit him. 
But they never did do the tests that would provide proof of the fact that he was a minor. During the 
first week of the state of emergency due to Covid-19 he was deported back to Algeria, one of the 
last countries to close borders with Spain. 
 
“When I got here I was 14, and I can’t go back to my country,” Ahmed (19 years of age, 
Algerian, released when the state of emergency was declared). 
“I arrived in Barcelona five years ago, when I was 14. I came by road, I hid between the wheels of 
a lorry. I think it’s the most dangerous thing I’ve ever done. I think I was really lucky, because they 
didn’t catch me, and I lived in a supervised flat for five years. When I was 18, everything got more 
complicated: I had to leave the flat, and I went to live with a friend. From then on everything got 
much more complicated, and one day we were walking down the street and we started a fight. We 
were arrested and I was taken to the CIE three days later, after being held at the police station.” 
 
On 19 March, Ahmed was released when the CIE was evacuated due to the pandemic. Ahmed has 
a considerable degree of disability (58%) as recognised by the Catalan Health System, which 
means that he needs to be in contact with a supervisor, even though he is over age. In the days 
after his release, he was taken in at a shared house for young people in the Maresme area. The 
whole situation caused a huge amount of stress that he simply did not know how to deal with, and 
he began to self-harm, deliberately cutting his leg. The wound needed 60 stitches. 
 
“I don’t have anywhere to go,” Amin (29 years of age, Moroccan, released after 44 days in 
the CIE). 
“My journey from Morocco was really long. But the worst thing was that my relatives in Valencia 
didn’t want to help me, so I stayed in Murcia for a time. There I heard about Lleida, and the 
opportunities for finding work there. I did find work; I didn’t have a contract and was paid very little, 
but at least it was a job. I decided to go to France, thinking things would be easier there, but my 
decision led me into a trap: when I was crossing the border at La Jonquera they stopped the bus I 
was on and asked me for my papers.” 
 
He had already been in the CIE for 44 days, and as is all too often the case, had no idea of his 
legal position, no-one to visit him and he didn’t even have a telephone number for the lawyer he 
had spoken to. Nothing came of his application for asylum, or the appeal that a companion had 
advised him to make. Over the following days, the pandemic started to unfold, and if the situation 
in general was confusing, then in the CIE it was completely chaotic: visits, legal counselling, and 
social services were all forbidden. On 14 March, he called saying that there was general unrest. 
There were several attempts to go on hunger strike and the detainees did not want to go to their 
rooms because they were afraid about the health situation. The police responded by unjustifiably 
isolating detainees and there were various assaults. While in other CIEs detainees were being 
released, in Barcelona 15 Algerians were deported just a few hours before the borders were 
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closed. A day after the closure of the CIE, we spoke again. What should have been a call to 
express relief was another harsh reminder of the reality, their cruel reality. In the midst of the 
collective hysteria generated by the pandemic, Ali and some others found themselves without a 
roof over their heads, with nowhere to go and nothing to eat. He said that he would try to contact 
the City Council and some hostels to see what could be done. In the meantime, that day he was 
going to sleep in Plaça d'Espanya. And the next day who knew where... 
 
“The cold is unbearable,” Jaime Airreztieta (38 years old, Chilean, 58 days in the CIE, 
possibly released). 
“I arrived at Barcelona airport just like any other tourist, from my beloved Chile. Yes, I really love 
my country, but life there isn’t good: I lost a kidney when a stray bullet hit me during the street riots. 
I could have died, but instead it made me more determined to come and look for work as a painter. 
But my tourist visa expired, and one afternoon they asked me for my papers on the underground 
(maybe it was just a matter of time), and the die was cast.” 
 
Cold is without a doubt the word most often heard during the visits. The food was cold, prepared 
an hour and a half before it was served, the day rooms were cold, the bedrooms were freezing, 
and so on. He suffered with lower back pain as the operation to remove his kidney had left him with 
health issues in that area. He told as many people as possible in the CIE about this, and asked for 
help. A few heat wraps each week were all he managed to get. He was there for 58 days and 58 
nights. The nights were the hardest, finding it very difficult to sleep because the cold affected his 
back. 1,392 hours of suffering - pushed to the legal limit. He was probably released, taking with 
him the rage of someone who has been deprived of their freedom under terrible conditions for what 
is an administrative irregularity. 
 
3. A look at rights in a CIE during a pandemic. The roadmap from temporary closure to 
resuming detentions 
In 2020, three events impacted on the guarantee and exercise of the rights of those detained in the 
facility: the gradual suspension of its activity in March, the re-starting of detentions in October in the 
midst of Covid-19 infections, quarantines and lockdowns, and last more detentions, but this time with 
no visits from either families or NGOs. For the purpose of spotlighting the detainees and their 
fundamental rights, what follows is a chronicle of the events of 2020. The aim is to provide a clear 
picture of the situation concerning fundamental rights at the Zona Franca CIE during this period. 
 
3.1. The roadmap to the temporary closure of the CIE 
During the first two weeks of March, standard visiting hours were changed, until in the end the 
management of the CIE decided not to allow visits at all. Tensions were steadily rising within the CIE, 
and there was an alleged serious police assault on the afternoon of Sunday 15 March, which was 
reported to the Duty Magistrate’s Court on 18 March, attracting media attention. Migra Studium 
contacted the lawyers who had handled the detainment cases and they provided legal support. The 
provocation appeared to be minor: a detainee had insulted a group of policemen, who had 
responded by assaulting him. 
 
3.2. Suspension of visits since the reopening of the CIE 
The detainment of foreign nationals in Spanish CIEs resumed on 23 September 2020, and on 5 
October 81 Algerian detainees from Majorca were admitted to Zona Franca CIE. The Migra Studium 
team, however, was unable to resume its schedule of visits to detainees due to a combination of 
factors: the decision taken by the interim director of the CIE to suspend the visits as a precautionary 
measure pending a judicial decision on the issue; the delay of the two supervisory immigration 
judges in reaching a decision, and the contradictory criteria issued, which led to a call from the Public 
Prosecutor for Immigration for a joint decision to be made based on reasonable criteria to allow visits 
by lawyers from NGOs and other organisations defending migrants. 
 
Analysis of the interactions between the interim director of the CIE, the presiding judges of 
Barcelona Courts of Instruction numbers 1 and 30, the Barcelona Public Prosecutor for 
Immigration, Migra Studium and Irídia legal experts, and even Barcelona City Council, shows that 
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the rights at play during the exceptional health situation were affected by the differing views of the 
judicial operators in terms of finding a satisfactory solution to the guarantee and exercise of these 
rights. 
 
The sustained ban on visits to detainees at the CIE in Barcelona from October 2020 raises certain 
questions. The first is the suspension of visits by members of NGOs to a CIE, which has been a 
notoriously conflictive issue over the years. The constant presence five days a week of Migra 
Studium volunteers at Zona Franca CIE meant that the role assigned to NGOs by the Coordinating 
Prosecutor for Alien Affairs27 could be fulfilled. When Migra Studium exercises its right to visit, it 
becomes a contributory of the administration in the defence of fundamental rights: “as 
contributories in safeguarding the rights of detainees, as recognised by article 62 bis 3 LOEX”. 
Furthermore, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees28 stresses that the number and 
quality of the visits received by migrants in detention is very important: 
 

Visits by family and others are a right, not a privilege. They are an important resource, not only 
to help immigration detainees cope with their situation and the insecurity of their circumstances, 
but also to help them prepare for life after detention, whether in the country of destination or 
asylum, or in their country of origin. However, the reality in immigration detention is that visits 
[...] are difficult. Nevertheless, the guiding principle must be the fostering of contact with the 
outside world, subject only to security constraints, and then only if there is compelling evidence. 

 
The second issue raised by the ban is that the prohibition on visits reveals the structural 
inadequacy of CIEs when it comes to safeguarding rights that should not be subject to restriction or 
impediment when a foreign national is deprived of their freedom of movement as a precautionary 
measure in a refoulement or deportation procedure. 
 
Last, the third issue is the question of the infringement of rights resulting from the delay and the 
contradictory nature of the decisions of Governmental Judicial Agencies. 
 
3.3. Chronicle of the resumption of activity at the CIE 

• 5 October 2020. The interim director of the Zona Franca CIE informs the presiding judges of 
Barcelona Courts of Instruction numbers 1 and 30 and the Office of the Barcelona Public 
Prosecutor for Immigration of the admission of 81 Algerian detainees from Palma de Majorca 
between 8pm and 9pm. He orders the precautionary suspension of visits until a judicial resolution 
to the contrary is received. 

 
• 9 October 2020. First notification sent by Migra Studium to the Presiding Judge of Barcelona 
Examining Magistrates' Court No.1. Migra Studium informs that the CIE's head of security has 
decided to suspend visits as a precautionary measure until a judicial resolution to the contrary is 
issued, that the judicial authority must approve a contingency plan for the CIE for the prevention 
and management of Covid-19 infections, and consequently urging the supervisory court to issue 
the aforementioned resolution. In addition, Migra Studium provides documentation relating to 
the measures adopted in other CIEs in Spain: the interlocutory judgement of Murcia Examining 
Magistrates' Court No.9 of 20 April; the report of the Madrid Regional Police Headquarters of 5 
October; and the interlocutory judgement of Las Palmas Regulatory Court 8 dated 8 October. 
All this complementary documentation shows that measures have been taken to control the 
spread of infection, to establish visit protocols within the context of Covid-19, to impose capacity 
limitations in the CIE, and to introduce procedures to be adopted following a positive diagnosis. 
Since Murcia, Las Palmas and Madrid had previously set out measures, there should have 
been no impediment to doing the same in Barcelona. 

 
                                                
27.  Internal note 1/2015, within the “Protocolo y Actas de Visitas a CIE”, available at: 
http://blogextranjeriaprogestion.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/protocolo-visitas-cie-2015-mf.pdf. 
28. “Monitorear la Detención Migratoria: Manual Práctico”, 2014, available at: 
www.refworld.org.es/docid/5548c6244.html 

http://blogextranjeriaprogestion.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/protocolo-visitas-cie-2015-mf.pdf
http://blogextranjeriaprogestion.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/protocolo-visitas-cie-2015-mf.pdf
http://www.refworld.org.es/docid/5548c6244.html
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To this end, just four days after detentions were resumed in Barcelona, Migra Studium 
requested that the regulatory court regulate the maximum number of people who could be 
detained in the CIE; visiting rules for family members and NGOs; prevention and hygiene 
measures required for the proper functioning of the CIE; and provision for ex officio action in the 
event of the infection of detainees or staff, including, if necessary, the closure of the 
establishment. 

 
• 9 October 2020. Procedural order from the Presiding judge of Barcelona Examining 
Magistrates' Court No.1, responsible for the running of CIEs, acknowledging receipt of the 
aforementioned documentation, and ordering the CIE to initiate proceedings since the 
necessary documentation is considered to have been provided, and that this be transferred to 
the Public Prosecutor's Office so that a report can be issued. 

 
• 14 October 2020. Order proceeding from the Clerk of Court of the Judicial Administration of 
Examining Magistrates' Court No.1, which refers to a letter from the Public Prosecutor's Office 
and orders the complaint and documentation sent by Migra Studium to be added to the 
proceedings. 

 
• 16 October 2020. Second complaint filed by Migra Studium and Irídia at Barcelona Examining 
Magistrates' Court No.1. This second complaint substantiates the report that a detainee had 
tested positive for Covid-19 (one of the group of 81 admitted on 5 October) that appeared in the 
newspaper El País on 15 October29. In the context of the second wave of infections, and in view 
of the steps taken by the Catalan Regional Government to strengthen preventive measures, Migra 
Studium and Irídia insist that the CIEs do not meet the conditions needed to be able to implement 
the stipulated safety measures. Citing as an example the resolutions adopted by the Regulatory 
Courts of Murcia and Las Palmas, they call for the closure of the CIE and for alternative 
arrangements to be made for the care of the person who tested positive for Covid-19, and the 
safe quarantining of those who had been in close contact with him. 

 
• 16 October 2020. Complaint filed by Barcelona City Council at Barcelona Examining 
Magistrates' Court No.1. Once it was confirmed that a detainee at the CIE had tested positive for 
Covid-19 on 14 October, the Barcelona Public Health Agency carried out an inspection visit on 15 
October, drawing the following conclusions: that the CIE has an action plan in case of infection by 
Covid-19, but not a full contingency plan that includes the functional and structural measures to be 
implemented to prevent the spread of SARS-CoV-2 in the facility; that the 39 detainees in Module 
B should be considered close contacts given the living arrangements in place in the module; that 
although all close contacts need to be quarantined for 10 days as of 9 October, only 3 have single 
rooms, and that the 36 people who cannot be quarantined within the CIE should be transferred to 
another facility. 
 
In view of the provisions set out by the Regulatory Court of Las Palmas, the City Council 
requests Examining Magistrates' Court No.1 to order the closure of the CIE until it is able to 
guarantee the right to physical integrity and health of the detainees, the security staff and other 
workers. 
 
• 17 October 2020. Order from the Presiding Judge of Barcelona Examining Magistrates' Court 
No.1. Order stating that the documentation provided by Migra Studium and Irídia, and that 
provided by the Barcelona City Council, should be added to the proceedings, and forwarded to 
the Public Prosecution Service. 

 
• 19 October 2020. Report by the Barcelona Public Prosecutor for Immigration, which is a copy 
of a report that was actually dated 28 May 2020, in which the Prosecutor gives her opinion on 
the protection and prevention measures proposed by the Zona Franca CIE’s medical service on 

                                                
29. https://elpais.com/espana/catalunya/2020-10-15/el-cie-de-zona-franca-registra-su-primer-positivo-por-covid-una-
semana-despues-de-su-reapertura.html 

https://elpais.com/espana/catalunya/2020-10-15/el-cie-de-zona-franca-registra-su-primer-positivo-por-covid-una-semana-despues-de-su-reapertura.html
https://elpais.com/espana/catalunya/2020-10-15/el-cie-de-zona-franca-registra-su-primer-positivo-por-covid-una-semana-despues-de-su-reapertura.html
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11 May 2020. She considers them to be proportionate and appropriate to the health situation, 
even though their application implies limiting detainees' right to receive visits. The first measure 
consists of refusing entry to people with symptoms consistent with Covid-19, or with a body 
temperature above 37.5 ºC, and displaying this limiting criteria on the notice boards. The 
second measure is the introduction of plastic social distancing screens in the visiting areas. The 
third measure is to maintain social distancing in common areas. 
 
• 28 October 2020. Second complaint submitted by Barcelona City Council to Barcelona Courts 
of Instruction numbers 1 and 30. It reiterates the complaint filed on 16 October, which 
recommended the transfer to other facilities of the 36 people who could not be quarantined 
under sufficiently safe conditions in the CIE, as well as the closure of the facility until there is a 
full contingency plan in place to address the threat of Covid-19. 

 
It refers to the epidemiological report drawn up by the Barcelona Public Health Agency on 23 
October. This new report states that while there is an action plan in place outlining what needs 
to be done in the case of an infection, it still lacks the scope of a full contingency plan. 
Reference is made to the 3 people infected, and the 68 who were in close contact with them, 37 
in block A and 31 in block B. The recommendation is for a 10-day quarantine period from 23 
October. It clearly states that only 6 people can be safely quarantined within the CIE, and so 
recommends that the remaining 62 detainees should be transferred to another facility. Last, 
there is another call for the closure of the CIE until it is able to ensure the right of detainees, 
members of the security forces and other workers to physical integrity and health. 
 
• 28 October 2020. The Ombudsman acknowledges receipt of the complaint Migra Studium 
submitted that same day. The complaint raised by Migra Studium highlights two problematic 
situations. 
 
First, the continued lack of a Covid-19 contingency plan, despite repeated requests from 
Barcelona Examining Magistrates' Court No.1 for such a plan to be developed, a need that had 
been clearly demonstrated when the first infection occurred in the report issued by Barcelona 
Public Health Agency on the lack of a contingency plan, the information regarding three cases of 
infection made public on 22 October (which led to the isolation of six people, one of whom was a 
policeman), and the presentation of a second letter from Barcelona City Council expressing its 
concern about the epidemiological situation. It cites the Government Delegation in Catalonia, the 
Government Sub-delegation in Barcelona, the Regional Police Headquarters in Barcelona, the 
Management of the Zona Franca CIE, and Barcelona Courts of Instruction numbers 1 and 30 as 
being responsible for not having issued instructions or resolutions or putting the required 
measures in place when the CIE was reopened with regard to the rules on visits, the prevention of 
or reaction to a positive case of coronavirus, and the way in which medical care is provided and 
the isolation, lockdown and quarantine measures implemented in the facility. 

 
Second, there is the complaint regarding the fact that from 5 October neither NGOs such as 
Migra Studium, nor detainees’ families or the Religious Care Service had been allowed to 
access the facility or meet with detainees, and that access by the Spanish Red Cross had been 
restricted to the office area, leaving the yard and common areas off limits. 
 
• 13 November 2020. Third complaint filed by Migra Studium and Irídia concerning the lack of 
visits and, above all, the isolation and quarantine conditions within the CIE for detainees testing 
positive for Covid-19. With no response to the complaints from Courts of Instruction numbers 1 
and 30 a month after they are submitted, a further complaint is filed with the Regulatory Court, 
which includes the criminal complaints presented by Irídia in the name of two detainees under 
coronavirus lockdown for events that took place on 31 October, and informs them of the 
situations that have arisen within the context of the isolation measures for Covid-19 in the 
facility. A request is made to Examining Magistrates' Court No.30 asking that the people who 
are required to comply with quarantine measures be transferred to suitable accommodation, 
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and that an investigation be carried out into compliance with Covid-19 isolation measures since 
the reopening of the facility. 

 
• 11 January 2021. Interlocutory judgement of Barcelona Examining Magistrates' Court No.1. 
The documentation referred to above is collected as evidence. It makes reference to the 
interlocutory judgement of 7 June 2020, which led to six preventive measures proposed by the 
CIE's own medical service being put into place to ensure that visits are made in accordance 
with current legislation. As no new circumstances are considered to have arisen that would 
require a different decision to be taken, it therefore refers the director to those six measures. 

 
The court shares the Prosecutor's view of the risks to individual and public health posed by the rapid 
spread of the virus and Covid-19 infections, and therefore advocates the adoption of short- and 
medium-term preventive measures, with a view to the future. They include the following: rapid 
detection, diagnosis and isolation of asymptomatic cases; follow up of contacts and study of the 
quarantine rules that may be considered appropriate. It is considered appropriate to adopt 
measures to complement those already put in place by the interim director of the CIE, such as: 

 
- Screening. Admission of new detainees between the hours of 6 am and 10 pm so that 
healthcare staff can immediately identify anybody with symptoms consistent with Covid-19 
and refer them to the appropriate care services. 

 
- Access to the Barcelona CIE. Temperature check using non-contact methods for 
anybody entering the facility, and no allowing access to those presenting a temperature 
above 37.5ºC. Hand sanitiser must be provided for use. Face masks must be worn. 

 
- Daily implementation and the pertinent update of all the measures for the early 
detection, monitoring and control of Covid-19 established by the Ministry of Health, and 
communication of these measures to the judicial authority and the Public Prosecutor's 
Office. 

 
• 15 January 2021. Ruling of the Presiding Judge of Barcelona Examining Magistrates' Court 
No.30. On 14 January, the interim director of the Zona Franca CIE again requests a ruling. On 
15 January, the Court’s Presiding Judge visits the CIE. At the end of the visit, the ruling is 
issued. It reaffirms the ruling issued on 6 November 2020, which confirmed the interim director’s 
policy of restricting outsiders’ access to the facility as far as possible to prevent the spread of 
infection, and which established the conditions under which entry might be permitted to 
safeguard the detainees’ right to defence as recognised within the constitution. It is based on 
the CIE's medical report of 14 January 2021, which recommended keeping the restriction on 
visits in place to protect the health of both detainees and CIE staff, and is underpinned by the 
preventive measures introduced in Catalonia by the Generalitat in response to the pandemic. It 
upholds the status of the people who habitually live together in each of the two modules of the 
CIE as “bubble groups”. Taking into account the average of ten visitors per day and the size of 
the visiting rooms, it considers that maintaining the visits system would undermine the status of 
the modules as bubble groups, and could undermine the hygiene and preventive measures in 
place. The suspension of visits is confirmed. 

 
• 20 January 2021. Court order from the Public Prosecutor for Immigration. It focuses on the six 
measures approved in the interlocutory judgement of Examining Magistrates' Court No.1 of 11 
January. Specifically, the two measures affecting the right to receive visits are the prohibition of 
access to people presenting symptoms consistent with Covid-19, or with a body temperature 
above 37.5 ºC (a prohibition that must be posted on the notice boards), and the introduction of 
plastic social distancing screens in the visiting areas. To these must be added the imposition of 
separation and the safe physical distance in waiting rooms, and the sanitisation of spaces. 
 
With the document presented, the Public Prosecutor seeks to obtain a unanimous and joint 
ruling from the two Regulatory Courts on two issues that affect the rights of detainees: the right 
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to receive visits (Article 16.2.i. RD 162/14), which can only be subject to restriction by means of 
a court ruling, and the right of detainees to enter into contact with NGOs and international 
organisations working for the protection of migrants (Article 16.2.i., RD 162/14, and Article 62 
bis 1.j, LO 4/2000). 
 
Furthermore, she points out that the two regulatory courts jointly established the extent and 
scope of the right of NGOs to visit and interview detainees within the established legal limits, 
rules which had been in operation until the current restriction of visits due to the pandemic. 
 
She reiterates and expands on her request: a joint judicial decision setting out the specifics 
regarding the restriction of visits by families, third parties and NGOs and, if possible, including 
health guarantees in line with authorised medical criteria to enable visits, albeit in a limited way. 
She explains that her insistence on this request is motivated by the need to protect two conflicting 
rights - the right to health, and the right to receive visits - and that she is seeking maximum legal 
certainty in such a sensitive matter as that of the precautionary detention of foreign nationals. 

 
She stresses that there can be no court rulings supporting apparently disparate criteria in the 
name of legal certainty concerning the correct functioning of the centre, monitoring detainee stays 
in a coordinated way and, of paramount importance, safeguarding the fundamental rights of the 
detainees. 

 
3.4. Monitoring Covid-19 infections and measures put in place at the CIE 
Migra Studium has carefully monitored the situation resulting from the infection of various 
detainees and how the isolation of those who have tested positive for the disease and those who 
have been in close contact with them has been managed. The CIE itself acknowledges to the 
Ombudsman that positive cases and close contacts are managed within the facility without referral 
to external health centres. Indeed, on 8 February 2021, in the complaint submitted by Migra 
Studium to the Ombudsman, the management of the CIE stated that, “in compliance with the 
requirements of this Centre's Medical Service and to protect their own health and that of the rest of 
the CIE detainees and staff, once the isolation rooms are prepared and the police officers 
equipped with the mandatory PPE [...], preventive separation measures are adopted, with each 
person being placed in a single room with video surveillance, prohibited from leaving the room at 
any time, and with no plans to transfer them to other facilities outside the CIE”. 
 
In the course of the preliminary investigation proceedings 1238/2020-M being conducted by 
Barcelona Examining Magistrates' Court No.21 in relation to the complaint filed by two detainees 
and brought to the attention of Courts of Instruction numbers 1 and 30 by Migra Studium and Irídia 
on 13 November 2020, video surveillance images recorded by the CIE of detainees infected with 
Covid-19 held in isolation were presented. Specifically, on 31 October 2020, the poor mental and 
physical state of health of one of the detainees who had been in isolation for a week could be 
observed, together with the conditions in the cell in which he had spent ten days without being 
allowed to leave. The space was very small, with no furniture, and no washbasin - nothing but a 
mattress. The images show how at 2 pm on 31 October, the detainee, after self-harming by 
banging his head against the walls and windows of the room, was restrained by seven uniformed 
officers of the National Police Force, who tied his hands together and put a helmet with a visor on 
his head. Minutes later, they are also seen tying his feet together. He remained on the floor for over 
3 hours, hands and feet tied, until 5.14 pm. It also shows how during that time the detainee was 
still agitated, continuing to bang his head on the floor and at times managing to remove the helmet. 
 
The express demands of Migra Studium and Irídia submitted to the Courts of Instruction numbers 1 
and 30 include taking action in the light of the video evidence presented, in the sense of ensuring 
that CIE detainees who need to be in isolation due to Covid-19 are transferred to a suitable facility, 
such as a health centre, a medicalised hotel, or other appropriate premises. As a secondary 
demand, they ask the Regulatory Courts to establish in which spaces and under what conditions 
isolation within the CIE should be supervised, always ensuring that the fundamental rights of 
detainees are respected, and establishing clear protocols for action. To this effect, under no 
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circumstances should the CIE management agree to restraining someone by tying their hands and 
feet together, using a helmet, and leaving them on the floor of the cell, especially not after having 
been locked up for days in total isolation and while suffering from Covid-19. 
 
With regard to the events of 31 October 2020, the Presiding Judge of Barcelona Examining 
Magistrates' Court No.31 issued a declaration on 18 March 2021 refusing to grant the request 
made by Migra Studium and Irídia, stating that the isolation and quarantine conditions reported 
“have no relevance to the issue of supervision of the CIE”. 
 
4. Conclusions 
The first issue to be addressed is why the interim director of the Zona Franca CIE did not apply the 
preventive measures approved by the Presiding Judge of Barcelona Examining Magistrates' Court 
No.1, which had been proposed by the facility’s own medical centre, from the moment the first 
detainees were admitted. He merely communicated the precautionary suspension of visits while 
the judicial authorities were considering their decision, without providing any evidence of a change 
of circumstances. Contrary to what is stated in subsequent declarations by the regulatory judges 
and the Public Prosecutor for Immigration, no concern is being shown for the conflict between legal 
rights (on the one hand, the right to individual and public health and, on the other, the right of 
detainees to receive visits), and no alternative ways of managing the situation that might serve as 
mitigation have been offered. It would not be appropriate here to speculate on their intentions. 
Their deep concern about the risks of contagion within an enclosed environment where contact 
levels are unavoidably high is beyond doubt. However, from the perspective of an NGO that 
supports detainees in the CIE while also observing adherence to human rights, this prolonged lack 
of access makes it difficult to monitor the situation in a CIE where there has been a significant level 
of conflict over the years. 
 
The second issue that needs to be raised is the inadequacy of the very building that houses the 
CIE in terms of safeguarding rights that must be guaranteed for foreign nationals who are deprived 
of their freedom as a precautionary measure in refoulement or expulsion procedures. There is not 
a new issue. It is a problem that has been reported by the supervisory immigration judges, the 
Ombudsman, civil society, and local authorities such as Barcelona City Council. When the 
designated visiting areas are small rooms with insufficient ventilation, this makes it impossible for 
visits to take place in the usual way in times of epidemic or pandemic. 
 
The third issue concerns how the justice system functions: slowly and contradictorily. The fact that 
three full months passed before the publication of the first decisions on the merits of the issues 
raised has obviously had a detrimental impact on the right of detainees to receive visits, a right 
which has been suspended. The contradictions between the decisions of the regulatory judges 
adds to the legal uncertainty, as pointed out by the Public Prosecutor for Immigration. 
 
The fourth issue concerns the sensitivity of the alternative solutions to the conflict between the 
rights to health and to access. The extreme solution would be to not allow detainees to receive any 
visits at all, with the exception of those from lawyers from the CIE’s Legal Advice Service. The 
most conservative intermediate solution would mean that lawyers from NGOs and other 
organisations could visit detainees. Another, broader intermediate solution is feasible: permitting 
visits by members of NGOs who provide forms of support other than in legal matters, such as 
psycho-social support. On this continuum, the least restrictive solution would perhaps be to also 
allow visits from close family members (spouses or common-law partners, parents, children and 
siblings). 
 
The fifth issue is the lack of transparency and foresight on the part of the management of the CIE 
regarding managing the cases of Covid-19 that would likely occur within its walls once detentions 
were resumed. The treatment of detainees with Covid-19 borders on the characteristics of torture 
and offences against moral integrity, and is still the subject of criminal proceedings. However, it 
appears that it does not merit special attention from the judicial bodies that monitor and control 
detention stays in the CIE. At the very least, it is surprising that the legal requirement stipulated by 
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article 62.6 of Framework Act 4/2000, on the Rights and Freedoms of Foreign Nationals in Spain and 
their Social Integration, a requirement whose implementation is entrusted to these courts, does not 
affect judicial sensitivity towards the protection of fundamental rights. 
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The article examines some epistemic practices of the south and how they can provide a 
frame of reference for re-evaluating the field of social participation as a space where the 
new communities of residents of Barcelona are included in the various power relations. 
This reflection is made in the context of applying a set of intercultural policies with an inter-
epistemic approach that develop equality, recognition and interaction. We will also think 
about the use of language as a place for construction and legitimation, and we will 
conclude by discussing the challenges faced by CONFAVC in fostering the intercultural 
model in Catalonia’s neighbourhoods.  
 
 
1. The management of diverse participation as an exercise in legitimation  
One of the first practices arriving from the south to include in our society and ensure a vision of 
broad participation is ‘place of speech’ (originally, in Portuguese, lugar de fala), a theory proposed 
by Brazilian philosopher Djamila Ribeiro (2017). According to Ribeiro herself: 
 

‘It is worth noting that, when we talk about place of speech, we are referring to the social 
locus; i.e. the social place from which groups are formed. Therefore, according to our point of 
view, arguments aimed at silencing certain debates or claiming that white people are not 
allowed to theorise about racism or that men may not theorise about male chauvinism are 
wrong.’ (Ribeiro, 2018: 17, emphasis in the original). 

  
The place of speech thus removes the limitations that have in many cases caused spaces for 
reflection – which are so necessary for sharing and putting in common opposing views – to be 
divided. This place of speech also enables us to highlight privileges that have led to spaces of 
power, as explained by the author herself. 
 

‘We need white cisgender men, for example, to increasingly analyse whiteness (or 
whiteyness), cisgenderism or masculinity; to understand from a critical point of view the social 
place they come from in order to think and exist in the world, to the point of ensuring multiple 
voices and perspectives from other groups that have been ignored. Furthermore, it is an 
ethical position as, in our opinion, the burden of responsibility cannot be removed from 
subjects with power. Throughout history, various black intellectuals have mentioned the need 
to break with the discursive authorisation system under which different knowledge is silenced 
and/or suppressed to fight against structurally imposed violence against oppressed groups. 
The ‘place of speech’ therefore tells us about the need to perceive the hierarchy of knowledge 
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as a product of the racial classification of people. Those who have social privilege have 
epistemic privilege ’(Ribeiro, 2018: 17, emphasis in the original). 
 

This theory, when looked at in the context of our own reality, is very applicable, as white people 
can take part in the anti-racist initiatives that have taken place in recent years and those that 
continue to take place from their place of speech, acknowledging and using their privileges. These 
fights arise in response to discrimination, which is itself the result of institutional racism fuelled 
directly by dehumanised laws, such as the Spanish Immigration Law. 
 
But the well-known fact that new organisations and platforms joining the ranks of social 
movements and fighting racism are constantly emerging is no longer enough. Puerto Rican 
sociologist Ramón Grosfoguel (2021), for his part, talks about the need to decolonise knowledge 
and power, although not without first decolonising being. To explain this, he quotes the philosopher 
Frantz Fanon, whose book The Wretched of the Earth (1961) establishes a ‘zone of being’ to draw 
attention to what is formally referred to as racism. The ‘zone of being’ is a place containing both 
hyperhumanised people and completely dehumanised people. The latter account for 90% of the 
population, as the former are those who set the standards of normality on political, social, 
economic, aesthetic, spiritual and other levels. And, when we talk about racism, as well as talking 
about discrimination in labour, social, economic and other rights, we are also talking about a 
phenomenon that runs even deeper, one that has been established by these hyperhumanised 
people who define the ‘official normality’ of a society’s cultural practices and that in turn build a 
discourse of superiority above the people that they consider to be dehumanised.  
 
This is therefore the epistemic exercise that we must work on, at both individual and collective 
levels, if we want to get to the source of the concepts that feed stereotypes, i.e. the place where 
spaces of knowledge and power are built. And this epistemic exercise would be very appropriate in 
Barcelona’s neighbourhoods. Similarly, if we engage in an inter-epistemic exercise, i.e. if we put 
the epistemic contributions arriving from various parts of the planet on the same level, we may be 
able to build a new way of managing neighbourhood conflicts that is more appropriate and effective 
while encouraging a truly diverse participation. Furthermore, it will enable us to use our place of 
speech or ‘lugar de fala’ to reflect critically from a reality which, in spite of possibly not affecting 
each of us individually, does affect us as a community. 
 
At present, most of us assume that a lot of what we refer to as social conflict is caused by new 
groups coming to live in our neighbourhoods, groups that we initially don’t know and therefore don’t 
yet understand. And, once we get to this point, if we don’t make the effort to interact with them – 
and this is one of the main principles of interculturality – we are unlikely to ever understand this 
new reality that is changing community dynamics. This is where we must leave behind and 
question all previous stereotypes, both negative or positive, about a given group of people. We 
must honestly review all the prejudices on which the stereotyped view of the group of people we 
are now living with are based and prioritise our direct, first-hand experience of them.  
 
Most of these considerations are dogmas that have been fuelled by literary, informational, historical 
and political discourse, as explained by Palestinian literary theorist and critic Edward Said in his 
book Orientalism (1978). And these are very hard to change, because they are the main factors 
that give rise to stereotypes and prejudice. These preconceived ideas eventually result in 
epistemological discrimination that skews and divides participation settings, preventing us from 
talking about ‘we’ or ‘us’, i.e. from forming a true community formed by everyone together. Said 
explains how, a century before colonising Egypt, English rulers used their historians and narrators 
to create a discourse about the East that led to an image of Arabs as a terrorist, totalitarian and 
sexist people, although not without first asserting that, although they had formerly made great 
advances in sciences such as mathematics, they were now people with whom ‘it was difficult to 
reason’.  
 
But let us now leave the theoretical arena aside and look at present-day Barcelona to examine a 
specific case: that of schools, where a participatory culture and neighbourhood community are not 
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optional, in spaces such as, for example, the AFA (Students’ Families Association) – until recently 
known as ‘AMPA’ (Parent-Teacher Associations). This specific arena contains clearly defined 
spaces of power, where access to participation is often dependent on language and, therefore, on 
the ability to express one’s thoughts in a clear way that is easy to understand. In addition, even if a 
basic language for communication that can be understood by most parents can be agreed upon, 
there can be other cultural barriers that hinder fluid communication while giving rise to chronic 
power dynamics that will eventually affect how we perceive others.  
 
A mother, for example, who is not yet familiar with the local language and who needs her daughter 
to translate communications for her will often end up not fully understanding the cultural reality 
under discussion. Furthermore, this mother may not know about the existence of associations 
where she can express her difficulties and receive advice to improve her children’s school learning. 
And, even if this mother is lucky enough to know about the spaces for participation that are 
available to her, it is also possible that her participation is limited to the festive events that are held 
during the year, where she is asked to dance her country’s traditional dances or bring in some of 
its typical food. In other words, these social spaces are often only really open to these people when 
diversity is appreciated as an expression of folklore and, in spite of people’s good intentions, a 
deep and effective relationship with the other person’s reality is never established. Basically, efforts 
end at superficial initiatives at which the wish to be ‘intercultural’ and respectful of diversity is 
expressed but no useful and effective interactions with these people and communities take place. 
 
Let us now look at this example in the context of neighbourhood life. How could the Bolivian 
community, for example, in a neighbourhood with many people of this nationality participate in 
neighbourhood matters? In most cases, their participation is likely to be limited to showcasing their 
traditional dances at neighbourhood festivals and carnival groups. In view of what was said above, 
the question we should be asking is: ‘Are we only interested in their folklore?’ Popular culture is a 
great, valuable and very interesting excuse to make initial contact and get closer to the community. 
It is an essential exchange of ancestral traditions and knowledge. However, what other forms of 
participation can we promote from our organisations, be they neighbourhood or educational ones, 
in order to interact with these people? To what extent are we willing to share our organisations’ 
decision-making power with new communities? Are we willing to open up and learn other 
knowledge that will enable us to interact with each other?  
 
It is well known that there is always a certain resistance to change, but it is only with a new 
approach that we will be able to resolve dynamics with the potential to lead to the intergenerational 
renewal of our organisations. And this is a recurring theme in the internal meetings of 
neighbourhood associations and federations. Inevitably, there is concern about the generational 
handover of Catalonia’s organisations, and the solution to the problem is often to put interculturality 
into practice with an inter-epistemic approach.  
 
On the other hand, we have observed repeated patterns in the various practices in which we have 
had the opportunity to revitalise communities that interact with Barcelona City Council. Let us look 
at another example: there are organisations that have been making festive clothing for 20 or 30 
years but are unable to continue because there has been no generational handover, so they leave 
their premises, full of sewing machines, which could easily be used by new organisations with 
people of diverse backgrounds who have more than enough people to work but no premises or 
machinery. This is where we must make these synergies come together: by sharing resources, 
sharing knowledge, sharing effort. Full participation always requires us to share. 
 
In conclusion to this first part, we can assert that, although we are making progress towards 
interculturality, the three key pillars that make it possible still need to be consolidated. We must 
thus go beyond equality, recognition and interaction and carry out an additional exercise, which 
could be inter-epistemic dialogue. Interculturality needs to be more than simply a requirement in 
the list of politically correct actions that have to be carried out by social organisations. In order to 
achieve this, we need to understand the Eurocentric dynamics on which a power that is currently 
preventing us from exercising interculturality has been established.  
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2. Language as a tool for awareness and legitimation of intercultural management  
It is important to reflect on the words we use and change them if we notice that they entail inherent 
prejudice. Behind each signifier there is a signified, which lies in our collective unconscious. We 
often unconsciously use words with derogatory connotations towards groups of gender, race, 
culture or social position. 
 
We tend to think that, as a society, we no longer need to re-analyse language as we did in the 
early 20th century and realise the explicit content hidden in commonly used words, but this is 
unfortunately not the case. We are all familiar with Swiss linguist and father of structuralism 
Ferdinand de Saussure’s (1916) views on linguistic signs, and we must point out that they are fully 
applicable now. Linguistic signs are composed of a ‘signified’ (‘signifié’) and a ‘signifier’ 
(‘signifiant’), which are two sides of the same coin: the signified is what characterises the object or 
idea in question, the qualities that make it unique and distinguishable from others; while the 
signifier is the ‘sound-image’, which leaves a psychological imprint on the brain (Saussure, 1945: 
91-93). One might say that the signifier refers to the word itself which, whenever we hear or read it, 
evokes the object or idea in question. Saussure’s structuralist idea of signs is key to understanding 
linguistic and signification systems. However, American semiologist Charles Sanders Peirce’s 
theory on the operation of signs through the sign-object-interpretant triad is also important. Peirce 
takes into account the relevance of the ‘interpretant’; i.e. the sign as interpreted in the recipient’s 
mind as part of the process of signification, as it is ultimately the recipient who keeps the act of 
signification in their mind, the act of turning reality into signs: the recipient is the mediator between 
the sign and the object. 
 
Let us look at the definition given by Peirce himself, for whom a ‘sign’ or representation is: 
‘something that stands for something to someone in some form or capacity. It is addressed to 
someone; in other words, it creates an equivalent or possibly more developed sign in that person’s 
mind. (...) The sign stands for something, its object’ (Peirce, 1991: 239-240). 
 
If ‘a sign is something that means something to someone’, we can assume that the people who 
construct language and who structure reality are the users of a language. Our configuration of the 
world and the way we relate to it therefore affects the production and communication of signifieds. 
In other words, in addition to structuring realities, language also structures the way we 
communicate with others.  
 
All this means that discourse is subject to the intrinsic ideologies of the signifieds it contains. The 
construction of the signified is thus determined by the person with power in acts of communication; 
in other words, by the minds that order the discourse. And these minds can construct arbitrary 
meanings in the social sphere and give rise to communication problems that will find expression in 
the various social players.  
 
But what happens when the people who construct this meaning are also the people in charge of 
deciding what the ‘normality’ of knowledge is? Or when it is this standardised knowledge that lays 
down the laws discriminating against some people based on origin, race or religion? The film 
Malcolm X contains a scene in which two black men in prison are looking up words in a dictionary 
and read the definitions of ‘black’ and ‘white’. On seeing that ‘black’ is defined as ‘dirty,’ ‘devoid of 
virtue,’ ‘possessed by the devil,’ etc. and ‘white’ means the opposite, one of the characters 
wonders who wrote the dictionary. And they eventually find out that it was written by a white man 
who had reproduced meanings and definitions of the word ‘black’ in a semiotic framework that also 
included discriminatory practices and slavery. This is the case to such an extent that you can still 
find the word ‘black’ laden with racism, male chauvinism, classism and much more in the main 
official dictionaries. All this provides a modern-day example of what was so precisely defined by 
Saussure. These are words and meanings that are therefore still being used to build a hate 
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discourse in political campaigns, such as the one carried out in Madrid only a few weeks ago by 
the far-right party VOX30. 
 
Educating people about change in these signifieds is the best way to change narratives. Perhaps 
this way, instead of reacting to hate discourses, we can be proactive and create new narratives 
against such hate discourses. And we can indeed say that Barcelona is already working on these 
paradigms. Social movements carry out an analytical and critical task and are the focus of the 
construction of a Barcelona that can one day consider itself fully intercultural. An example of this 
can be found in the work being carried out by the local government to make changes to 
administrative language.  
 
In 2019, Barcelona City Council created the Guia del llenguatge inclusiu [Guide to Inclusive 
Language], which explains terms such as racialised. What is a racialised person? Although from a 
biological point of view31 race does not exist, we are forced to keep talking about it when 
addressing oppression as a social category. As to the use of the term racialisation, for example, 
historian Antumi Toasijé (2018) explains that: 
 

‘In the late 1800s and early 1900s A.D., a use – which I believe to be correct – of the term 
racialise started to emerge in social science. People started talking about social phenomena 
such as the racialisation of poverty or the racialisation of illiteracy, and so on. In this case, 
they were saying that these disempowerment phenomena focused on specific groups, 
which they referred to as racial groups, but this did not mean that other groups were not 
racialised but simply that, statistically, the phenomenon did not affect them to the same 
extent. The term racialisation was taken superficially from these analyses by decolonialism 
and then distorted in its use’. 
 

Toasijé concludes in the same article that, ‘In short, 
 

every human being is racialised: some positively and others negatively. It therefore makes 
no sense to say ‘I, as a racialised person’ or ‘We, as a racialised group’, unless you are 
referring to the whole of humanity. In fact, this verb has become a vague and reductionist 
expression like so many others based on phenotype, and I therefore discourage its use for 
the purpose of denouncing white supremacism or that of any other human group based on 
the idea of race’. 

 
This is just one of many examples where a particular meaning has been used for a term that was 
designed to explain a different reality and has then been interpreted by another group to express 
itself, causing it to take on a different connotation. Although some guides recommend its use and 
some articles discourage it, the word has simply already acquired a new meaning and a new life 
and can be used in the right context. Its use is appropriate, for example, to describe a reality of 
oppression, but it must not be used in a general context unless it has connotations of exoticism or 
folklore, as it can distort its meaning. This guide also advises that people should not be referred to 
as ‘black’. It is thus better to ask a black person how they would like to be referred to: as black, 
Afro-descendant, African American, Afro-Catalan or something else. And this is when the difficulty 
in writing a regulatory guide such as this from a place of power becomes clear, as we can fall into 
the trap explained in the first part of this article: the trap of using power to ‘normalise’ an 
interpretation that we have not built together. In any case, and despite the difficulties, we must 

                                                
30. On 21 April 2021, in the context of the political campaign for the Madrid local elections, the far-right party VOX 
put up an election campaign poster at Puerta del Sol underground station stating that a ‘mena’(an unaccompanied 
foreign minor) received €4,700 a month, while a grandmother received a monthly pension of only €470. 
31. Science journalist Angela Saini (2021) explained that race must be studied as a social phenomenon rather than a 
biological one, as the biological concept of race doesn’t work and never provides reliable data: The idea of splitting 
humans into different groups is a political one: it is not something that happens in biology. Biology does not place 
humans in different groups; in fact, it shows that we are all very similar. In fact, according to her, we are one of the 
least varied species on the planet. 
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acknowledge the courage of the project, and any – always constructive – criticism we may make in 
relation to the work carried out to produce the guide must relate to its excessively institutional 
discourse, which could have been better agreed and has lacked the point of view of social 
movements in certain matters. 
 
On the other hand, an appropriate idea that is also highly advisable for the neighbourhood and/or 
community world is to simply refer to people from diverse backgrounds as ‘neighbours’ or 
‘residents’. Nothing could be easier or more natural. As for the word ‘newcomers’, however, we 
recommend that this should only be used in school settings or when talking about someone who 
has really only just arrived. It is not advisable to use this term for people from diverse backgrounds, 
as they have often been living in Catalonia for many years. In the more administrative and political 
sphere, we usually use the word ‘citizens’, but this term is just an ideal, for example when 
discussing interculturality, because many people that we refer to in this way are in fact prevented 
from exercising that citizenship.  
 
A good idea for finding more words whose use has been reflected upon is to consult the 
AfroDiccionario. This has been created by African political scientist and activist Ngoy Ngoma 
Ramadhani, together with other people, as an educational tool to fulfil the ‘Afro’ community’s need 
to generate material content that highlights the constant racism suffered by this group. Ngoy 
explained in an interview that his project: 
 

‘is the launch of a political strategy whose aim is to provide an alternative to the dictionary of 
the Real Academia Española (RAE) [the official Spanish dictionary] aimed at anyone 
wishing to know society from a different and more real point of view. Members of the ‘Afro’ 
community experience many realities for which there are no specific words in Spanish. The 
definition of language by a few has systematically and with premeditation omitted the reality 
of many’ (Ramadhani, 2019). 

 
This is one of the various examples of exercising identity through language that is being carried out 
by some communities, in this case the ‘Afro’ people living in Spain.  
 
In short, a society can be perceived to be changing when it reacts to changes in words, but not 
without first challenging itself and feeling uncomfortable in the process. As explained at the 
beginning of this article, language enables us to interpret reality; and, by changing the words we 
use, we reinterpret this reality. In summary, the exercise to be promoted involves leaving 
automation behind and invites us to reconsider the current dynamics to make proposals for change 
and question our relationship with other cultures, which are often as close to us as they are 
unknown, and which have always been, and always will be, subject to new interpretations that will 
almost certainly require essential linguistic improvements.  
 
3. Intercultural action by CONFAVC 
Neighbourhoods are the first place of contact for anyone arriving in a town or city. This is the 
ecosystem that establishes the nature of a community that can sometimes seem asleep but wakes 
up to create projects in response to neighbourhood needs. Or a community that comes together to 
claim often-infringed rights or to recognise the efforts of hundreds of anonymous volunteers who 
work hard to preserve the memory of the neighbourhood, the place where a people’s history is 
written. 
 
The Confederation of Neighbourhood Associations of Catalonia (CONFAVC) was created in 1988. 
It is a neighbourhood movement organisation that coordinates 452 neighbourhood associations 
and 22 federations and that aims to improve the quality of life of the residents of Catalonia’s 
neighbourhoods by means of projects, campaigns and services. 
 
CONFAVC has been working on the management of people from diverse backgrounds with a 
transformative approach for almost 10 years. Its Board has included people from diverse 
backgrounds without interruption for six years, enabling it to launch and continue with projects that 



 
 

94 
 

work on interculturality as a cross-cutting line at the organisation. In other words, this vision that is 
to enable all projects to respond to the needs of the demographic reality of neighbourhoods is 
being imposed from the various areas worked on by the organisation.  
 
Projects have been carried out through Cultural Interaction Groups (GIM) over the years, based on 
the various approaches applied to the management of diversity. These initiatives became known 
under the motto ‘Building Intercultural Neighbourhoods, Neighbourhoods for Everyone’, where the 
neighbourhood movement, with the collaboration of local administrations, promoted what at the 
time was called ‘intercultural coexistence in neighbourhoods’. The project, which ran from 2004 to 
2013, thus had the following aims: to ascertain the intercultural realities of each neighbourhood, to 
learn more about the various migration policies and models, to transform the ‘fear of the unknown’ 
into potential for local residents, to create actions to foster intercultural knowledge of local 
residents, and to boost ties of solidarity and good neighbourly behaviour. 
 
‘Building Intercultural Neighbourhoods, Neighbourhoods for Everyone’ consisted of two phases. A 
social diagnosis of the neighbourhood was initially carried out, including the various public policies 
that have addressed this new reality, in coordination with other organisations and government 
bodies. Groups of voluntary workers were then created to promote community actions with the aim 
of fostering intercultural coexistence. 
 
The second phase was characterised by the creation of interaction groups, which were formed by 
the people taking part in the course and other voluntary workers who decided to join in, and who 
carried out actions based on the needs identified by residents themselves with the purpose of 
achieving intercultural coexistence. 
 
Over nine years, the project was launched in 19 neighbourhoods in Catalonia: in Hospitalet de 
Llobregat, Santa Coloma de Gramenet, Reus, Rubí, Manresa, Viladecans, Igualada and, more 
recently in February, in the AV de Badalona Federation and the Sant Just Desvern and Sagrada 
Família, Badia del Vallès and Terrassa associations. The project benefited over 7,500 people 
indirectly, and around 500 directly. 
 
Other projects carried out by the neighbourhood associations linked to the CONFAVC are those of 
the Neighbours’ Associations of the neighbourhoods of Rocafonda, l’Esperança, Ciutat Jardí and 
Valldeix, in the city of Mataró, which has been a great example of working for the community with a 
full intercultural and inter-epistemic approach. This was explained by a member of the association, 
retired teacher Maria Major, in an interview conducted by the Intercultural Communication Agency 
Itacat on 20 November 2020. According to Maria, now a retired teacher and an activist for the 
rights of women from all over the world who now form part of these neighbourhoods, these women 
and their families are now the future of this neighbourhood community that has carried out projects 
over the past 20 years. One of these is the ‘Espai matern’ [‘Mothers’ Space’] project, an alternative 
to nurseries from which many children mostly from families of diverse backgrounds without a care 
network are excluded, which looks after these women’s children so they can go to work. Maria and 
other retired teachers launched this project, which has also helped women improve their literacy 
skills, sharing spaces of knowledge because, as she explained in the interview, knowledge is not 
exclusively academic: ‘I’ve learned a lot from these women, more than I’ve been able to teach 
them’ (Majó, 2020). They have also carried out other projects along the same lines that have been 
awarded prestigious awards in this field, such as the Carulla Foundation’s Francesc Candel Award 
2011 for La Vocalia de Dones’ project ‘Totes plegades’ [‘All Women Together’], the 2019 
neighbourhood recognition granted by the CONFAVC, and most recently the Fem Mataró Award 
2022. 
 
The same organisation has also driven the creation of three female capgrosses [big-headed 
papier-mâché carnival figures] for the neighbourhood: a North African one, a sub-Saharan one and 
a local one. In other words, a set of capgrosses representing the vast majority of female residents 
in these neighbourhoods. When Maria Majó was asked what the key to participation was, she told 
us that word of mouth was very important, because posters were often in languages that these 
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groups couldn’t understand. She also highlighted the importance of trust and of treating people as 
equals. She also explained that this neighbourhood association took all these approaches and that, 
in addition to carrying out the projects, she hired women who understood the language of the 
children being looked after in the crèche and the specific cultural needs of the local residents 
taking part in the project. Maria Majó also highlighted the importance of respecting one’s own 
language and guaranteeing the teaching of Catalan to give these women more opportunities both 
socially and in terms of employment (Majó, 2020).  
 
In addition to projects such as those mentioned above, CONFACV has been carrying out the 
initiative ‘A-porta’ since 2016. This is a social neighbourhood empowerment experience in which 
local residents, who are referred to as ‘door knockers’ and who are familiar with the cultures and 
languages spoken in neighbourhoods, visit residents and inform them about practical issues. 
These are neighbourhoods with significant social needs, such as Ciutat Meridiana, Torre Baró and 
Vallbona, Montserratina de Viladecans, Can Puiggener in Sabadell, and Rocafonda in Mataró. 
‘Door knockers’ are hired, trained and coordinated to visit all local residents and provide support, 
advice and resources to improve their quality of life in important aspects such as, among others, 
access to social rights, energy vulnerability, looking for work, the resources available in the 
neighbourhood, waste management, coexistence and civic behaviour, and supporting the elderly.  
 
The initiative has recently received the Civic Behaviour Award in the Innovation category awarded 
by the General Office of Civic and Community Action of the Generalitat de Catalunya’s Ministry of 
Labour, Social Affairs and Families. The awards in this category recognise actions and productions 
that have stood out for their innovative nature in the field of civic behaviour and human values. This 
is the third award received by the ‘A-porta’ project, as in 2018 it received the La Caixa award for 
Social Transformation and Innovation as the best social project in Spain, and in 2019 it received 
the ‘Desafío RECI 2018-19 Diversity Advantage’ award granted by the European Intercultural 
Cities Network (RECI) promoted by the Council of Europe. 
 
CONFAVC president Jordi Giró explained that the success of this project lies in the ‘door knockers’ 
who are at the heart of it. What they do is as important as visiting every resident in the 
neighbourhood, exchanging information with them, and helping them with matters such as energy 
vulnerability and loneliness. Other collaborators in the ‘A-porta’ project include IesMed, SCEL 
(Innovació i Economia Social en la Mediterrània, Societat Cooperativa Europea Limitada), which 
has provided advice on the viability of the project in Catalonia since 2016. The Board of CONFAVC 
is currently carrying out participatory strategies that work on interculturality in a cross-cutting way 
and promote good practices, such as ensuring that the boards of organisations represent the 
diversity of neighbourhoods, that communication is inclusive and that participation involves 
strategies making it possible to invite and involve as many people as possible from those living 
together in our neighbourhoods.  
 
4. Conclusions 
By way of conclusion, we would like to make the observation that the change of approach to new 
neighbourhood life needs to be a constant and thoughtful exercise carried out in all meeting and 
participation spaces, from AFAs to neighbourhood organisations and in the parallel social 
movements that are gradually being created in response to the needs of each community.  We 
must also be careful not to resort to folklore when we want to hold community interaction activities.  
 
Furthermore, we can use the ‘place of speech’ (lugar de fala) as a tool for recognition and 
legitimation to talk about conflicts that we believe to be distant issues but actually affect us as a 
community. In addition, we can change how we use language and be open to new interpretations 
that will in turn make us consider making profound changes to our relationship with our neighbours.  
 
In short, a change of approach that entails a clear awareness of the privileges that some of us 
have compared to others based on the oppressions affecting each community. This way, we will be 
able to recognise the established order that has ended up shaping the hierarchy of powers in the 
community. And, from here, to deploy a deeper intercultural communication in which the exchange 

https://treballiaferssocials.gencat.cat/ca/ambits_tematics/accio_comunitaria_i_voluntariat/
https://treballiaferssocials.gencat.cat/ca/ambits_tematics/accio_comunitaria_i_voluntariat/
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of knowledge with equal rights takes the inter-epistemic task beyond a mere category of science 
and places it at the centre of diverse societies if the aim is to create spaces with a sense of 
belonging. 
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Paper Dreams. Employment schemes as a regularisation opportunity 
 
Marta Edoa Loles Martíneza, Daniela Martineza, Albert Paredesa, Juana Pradosa, Carme Turull 
Basombab Nerea Couselob, Omayma El Ouahhabic and Sergio Hidalgoc 
 
 
The fight against unemployment and job insecurity in the city’s most troubled 
neighbourhoods is one of Barcelona City Council’s top priorities. One of the actions with 
the highest priority is the reception and inclusion of people in an irregular situation and the 
creation of employment opportunities for them. This is why Barcelona Activa has launched 
a specific programme under the Municipal Employment Schemes that provides people with 
the opportunity to find a job, which in turns enables them to apply for a work and residence 
permit. Since 2016, a total of 152 people have successfully processed their work and 
residence permits thanks to this occupational programme with a concrete 12-month 
employment contract. This provides access to quality employment, which in turn 
contributes to these immigrants’ social integration. Participation in the employment scheme 
also improves the employability of participants, who gain work experience and improve 
their professional skills, facilitating their future entry into the general job market. It is an 
opportunity that goes beyond the working environment and brings the most vulnerable 
people closer to becoming citizens with rights and a democratic ability to participate. As 
expressed by one of the participants, the Municipal Employment Schemes programme is 
“much more than just a job”. 
 
1. Introduction. Regularisation and employment actions. 
The fight against unemployment and job insecurity is one of Barcelona City Council’s top priorities. 
This is why it wants to promote quality employment for everyone. In order to do this, it has 
designed and implemented new projects in the neighbourhoods and for those people that face the 
most difficulties in the city. The aim is to help participants by identifying needs, providing training 
and guidance and creating job opportunities to provide a comprehensive response to the needs 
identified in each person. One of the most necessary actions identified is the improvement of the 
reception and inclusion of people in an irregular situation in the city of Barcelona. Barcelona City 
Council is working on increasing these people’s employment through the active employment 
policies deployed by Barcelona Activa.  
 
Before the pandemic, Barcelona’s unemployment figures had been gradually falling, but this 
decrease was not the same in every neighbourhood and nor did it affect everyone equally. While 
some groups were coming out of unemployment, others were seriously struggling to find work.  
 
 
a. Barcelona Activa Integrated Employment Contracts Specialist Team. 
b. Barcelona Activa Pròxim Programme Specialist Team. 
c. Dual vocational training students specialising in Social Integration participating in the Integrated Employment 
Contracts programme. 
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And, in this situation, it was people in an irregular situation who encountered the most obstacles. 
This is why Barcelona City Council has set aside a few positions in programmes involving 
employment for people in an irregular situation, so they can start their regularisation process. The 
City Council is committed to the implementation of a variety of programmes that can lead to 
regularisation opportunities. These are the “Municipal Employment Schemes”, a number of 
employment actions linked to the “Neighbourhood Plan” and the call for applications for the 
“Impulsem el que fas” [We Boost What You Do] grant.  
 
The first experience of helping people in an irregular situation through the Municipal Employment 
Schemes programme took place in 2016. At the time, unauthorised street peddling was a social 
problem in the city, and the City Council, under the Taula de Ciutat [City Table] agreement against 
illegal peddling, committed to the creation of jobs through the Municipal Employment Schemes 
programme to provide an alternative life for the people living outside the rules. Under this 
employment scheme, these people in an irregular situation are promised a 12-month employment 
contract, which makes the administrative regularisation process to obtain work and residence 
permits available to them. These actions were based on a medium-term strategy to reduce the 
conflict and social tension climate and improve social inclusion for this group linked to illegal 
peddling by offering employment alternatives so they could stop peddling. 
 
This initial experience led to the start of 43 regularisation procedures. After a processing period 
that varied between 5 and 18 months, 41 of these had a positive outcome, with the people 
concerned gaining a 12-month employment contract. Subsequent rounds of the Municipal 
Employment Schemes have retained their aim of including people in an irregular administrative 
situation to achieve the goal of obtaining a work and residence permit by participating in the 
programme.  
 
Since 2016, a total of 205 applications from people in an irregular situation have been processed in 
connection with the Municipal Employment Schemes’ occupational initiative after assessing the 
candidates’ employability. In other words, out of all these people’s conditions for adjusting to a job, 
175 regularisation procedures were finally carried out. Of these, 152 had a positive outcome, with 
the people concerned obtaining work and residence permits and finally signing an employment 
contract under this scheme. During this time, other types of people in an irregular situation have 
also been included following referrals from various municipal services and programmes that cater 
for these groups, diversifying the types of people in an irregular situation who are offered the 
chance to participate in the Municipal Employment Schemes as much as possible. 
 
2. Development and assessment of the Municipal Employment Schemes programme as a 
resource in regularisation processes  
The 152 people who have signed an employment contract as a result of participating in the 
Municipal Employment Schemes programme with the aim of achieving regularisation have been 
referred from various programmes and services that help people in an irregular administrative 
situation: 
 

• Irregular Settlements Plan Office (OPAI): This observes settlements in order to design 
intervention projects. It carries out community work in the environment to facilitate community 
life and social cohesion. 

 
• Assistance Service for Immigrants, Emigrants and Refugees (SAIER): This service reports and 
advises on immigration, shelter, emigration and voluntary return for any citizen living in 
Barcelona. 

 
• Neighbourhood Plan: This is a programme for reversing inequalities between the city’s 
neighbourhoods. 

 
• Socio-Economic Initiatives (ISE) aimed at achieving social transformation. 
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• B-MINCOME project: This is a pilot project against poverty and inequality in Barcelona’s 
deprived areas. 

 
• Càritas: This organisation provides comprehensive care for people and groups, particularly the 
poorest and most excluded. 

 
• Agency for a Comprehensive Approach to Sex Work (ABITS): This agency assists Cis and 
trans women engaged in prostitution in the city of Barcelona, particularly the most vulnerable 
ones.  

 
• Dispositiu Pròxim: This is a vocational integration programme for immigrants who meet the 
requirements for regularisation. 

 
• Làbora-Itinerari G5 programme: The aim of this programme is to improve employment in 
people in an irregular situation through care, support and regularisation. 

 
In order to carry out this part of the Municipal Employment Schemes programme for people in an 
irregular administrative situation, an internal coordination process with the municipal services and 
programmes that cater for this group has been launched so as to efficiently manage the referral of 
the applications received. Barcelona Activa’s specialist teams assess the employability of 
candidates referred by the various services, identifying those with the greatest potential to 
successfully regulate their situation and better adjust to the jobs in the programme, by following the 
following steps: 
 

• Referral of applications: The municipal services that look after people in an irregular 
administrative situation identify those in the best position and put them forward as candidates by 
drawing up a technical referral report covering a variety of employment aspects. 
 
• Selection interviews: Barcelona Activa’s specialist team conducts employment interviews with 
all the proposed candidates in order to get to know each person and their socio-economic 
context and situation, professional and language skills, aptitudes and relevant physical factors. 
This interview enables them to assess the person’s employability and helps establish whether 
they are currently “employable” and, therefore, if their administrative regularisation process has 
a positive outcome, whether they will be able to perform the tasks involved in the job assigned 
to them or if, on the contrary, they are currently “unemployable” for the reasons identified (the 
most common being health reasons and a lack of minimum language skills to communicate). 
 
• Preliminary contract proposal: This involves identifying the employment profile and category of 
each “employable” person using the information obtained in the interview in order to process the 
preliminary contract, and subsequently formalising the employment commitment between 
Barcelona Activa and the person if there is a positive outcome with the regularisation procedure.  
 
• Identification of the work experience project: Once each person’s professional profile and skills 
have been ascertained, Barcelona Activa’s specialist team contacts the municipal collaborators 
to identify the most suitable projects for the profiles identified. 
 
• Drawing up of the timetable for the regularisation procedure: This timetable has to be open 
and flexible because the pre-established time for these procedures can vary. 

 
People who can regularise their administrative situation through social integration must comply 
(and prove such compliance) with a number of absolutely essential requirements: having lived in 
Spain continuously for the last three years; not having a criminal or police record (either in their 
country of origin or in Spain); having a valid passport; having a full-time job offer with a minimum 
length of one year under which they are paid the minimum wage; and being familiar with Catalan 
culture and the official languages (Catalan and Spanish). This is an initial filter to be applied to 
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candidates put forward by the Municipal Employment Schemes, as it establishes the likelihood of 
the regularisation process being successful. 

 
The municipal services that assist people in an irregular situation provide them with legal support in 
the management of all these documents and the processing of the administrative procedure. Once 
all the necessary documentation has been put together, with a valid passport, the appropriate 
application form and payment of the fee, it is all submitted to the Immigration Office. The regional 
government office should then issue a positive or negative decision within a maximum of three 
months.  
 
Based on our experience with such regularisation processes, we have identified some of the main 
difficulties faced by the people concerned, which often hinder the processing of their regularisation 
procedures: 

 
• Difficulties obtaining criminal record certificates from the country of origin. These documents 
from other countries are subject to certain requirements in order to be considered valid: where 
applicable, they must be translated into Spanish or the other official language of the territory in 
which the application is being submitted. In order for the document to be valid for official 
purposes, the translation must be carried out by a sworn translator. In addition, it must be duly 
authenticated. The cost of this procedure varies greatly depending on the country of origin: from 
€6 for a certificate issued in Colombia to €500 for one issued in Cameroon. These tasks have 
recently been affected by the international state of alert (with the closure of embassies, 
consulates and diplomatic missions), which has further delayed the regularisation process.  
 
• Payment of fees. The payment of processing fees has posed a major challenge for the 
programme: participants often lack the financial resources for this expense, which has led to the 
need to coordinate with their social contacts so they could help with this disbursement.  
 
• Processing time. The social integration-based regularisation procedure suffers from another 
problem: the time required to obtain the work and residence permit, which takes at least two 
months and often much longer due to the public administrations’ workload. This is a determining 
factor in the regularisation process, as the companies concerned in these procedures need an 
accurate forecast of how long the process is likely to take. 
 

Once this procedure has been carried out, and after the necessary time for the relevant 
administrative procedures to be carried out has passed, the big moment arrives: if the outcome is 
positive, the person concerned obtains an identity number for foreign nationals (NIE) and the 
company has one month from the date of the decision to register them with the social security 
system and inform the Immigration Office. It is from this moment that the person concerned can 
request an appointment to obtain an identity card for foreign nationals (TIE). Once we have 
received confirmation of the positive outcome for each candidate, the Municipal Employment 
Schemes programme specialist team identifies the employment project in which the person 
concerned will have the best opportunity to develop their professional potential. The day of signing 
of the contract is very emotional, as the person being employed has achieved the aim of securing a 
job with an employment contract that will open up many possibilities helping confer dignity on their 
life. 
 
As mentioned at the start of the article, a total of 152 people have been hired since 2016 in 
connection with regularisation projects under the Municipal Employment Schemes. The 152 people 
who have obtained a work and residence permit and secured employment have the following 
characteristics:  

• 65% are men. 
• 45% are between 30 and 39 years old. 
• 31% completed primary school. 
• Over 50% are from African countries. 
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The following table contains a summary of the data characterising the people who have 
successfully regularised their administrative situation as a result of the Municipal Employment 
Schemes’ regularisation project. 
 

 
 
What Barcelona Activa offers are contracts linked to various employment projects that in this case 
facilitate the administrative regularisation procedures. This is quality employment with a 12-month 
full-time employment contract for a specific task or service, whose professional category 
corresponds to the specific contracting table for active employment policies. As of 2021, this salary 
table provides for a gross salary of between €1,230 and €1,530 depending on the employment 
category. The table sets out three different employment categories based on the project assigned 
and the work plan envisaged: 
 

• Assistant category: This group includes jobs requiring basic, but not specialist, knowledge of 
the project and the tasks to be carried out. The employee receives direct and specific 
instructions on the tasks to be carried out and has limited initiative and autonomy. Basic skills in 
the use of tools and machinery are required. Examples include: cleaning assistant, maintenance 
assistant, forestry assistant or digital documentary assistant.  
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• Officer category: This group includes jobs requiring specific skills or professional experience. 
The employee must have a certain degree of initiative and autonomy. They are also required to 
be skilled in the use of tools, equipment or machinery based on the project assigned. The tasks 
assigned may require the employee to be responsible for the work of others. Examples include: 
maintenance officer, environmental agent officer or forestry officer.  
 
• Assistant specialist: This group includes jobs requiring responsibility, a certain degree of 
autonomy and specialist technical knowledge. The employee receives orders and guidance 
from a hierarchical superior to perform the tasks. The employee may also have management 
and supervision responsibilities for staff under their responsibility. Examples include: community 
service specialist, installation specialist, environmental agent specialist, environmental outreach 
specialist, tourism and commercial revitalisation specialist, computer application design 
specialist, IT specialist and digital outreach specialist, and community service agent specialist, 
etc.  

 
The Municipal Employment Schemes programme aims to improve the employability of the people 
who take part in it, alternating work experience with skill enhancement activities such as training. In 
the case of the regularisation project of this programme, this occupational enhancement takes on a 
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special relevance given that with this recruitment the people affected, in a difficult journey that aims 
to maintain this regularisation situation in force. For this reason, a number of skill enhancement 
activities are carried out during the employment contract in the form of training in various areas 
such as occupational risk prevention, vocational training linked to the employment plan to be 
deployed in the programme, training in key skills and, finally, training to improve job search tools 
and strategies. 

 
Throughout the Municipal Employment Schemes programme linked to regularisation processes, 
the programme’s specialist team seriously reinforced the support provided to participants in 
relation to adjusting to different jobs and work dynamics, with particular focus on knowing their 
labour rights and duties. They did this after it was identified during follow-up that some people, for 
example, were going to work when they were ill or had a temperature because they were worried 
about the consequences of sick leave for their employment, such as dismissal or a reduction in 
salary. In such cases, the programme’s specialist team worked to raise awareness and knowledge 
of employees’ labour rights and duties, as they often did not want to avail themselves of some of 
their basic labour rights, such as maternity leave, sick leave or the right to annual leave, because 
most of them did not see annual leave as a mandatory remunerated rest period and were in some 
cases reluctant to plan holiday periods linked to their employment. Once the meaning of holidays 
had been internalised as a basic vested labour right, participants told us about their holiday plans, 
which mostly involved visiting their families in their countries of origin. Most of them had not been 
back to their own countries since they had first left, as they would have been unable to enter Spain 
again, and in many cases had not been back for over six years.  
 
People who had participated in the regularisation programme had experienced few labour-related 
issues and were strongly committed to the programme and their workplace. The assessments 
made by the people in charge of the municipal projects regarding the attitude, effort and quality of 
work of the people recruited have been very positive. Participant satisfaction data is available for 
all the programmes in the Municipal Employment Schemes.  
 
The regularisation projects are extremely highly rated. The aspects most highly rated by the people 
concerned are: the possibility of regularising their administrative situation: the support provided in 
the employment scheme; the learning acquired through training; the improvement in the work 
experience and learning of new trades; a feeling of dignity in relation to the employment contract; 
and social and labour integration as a result of the programme. 
 
3. Impact: employment programmes as an opportunity for a decent life 
In addition to the first impact of taking part in the Municipal Employment Schemes programme for 
people who successfully regularise their administrative situation through the programme, obtaining 
a job ensures access to income, which in turn gives them access, for example, to decent housing, 
health benefits, the ability to bring their families to Barcelona and be reunited with them or the 
ability to send money to their countries of origin. The medium-term aim of the programme is to 
enable these people to maintain their regularised situation. In order to achieve this, it is essential 
that they can secure employment after taking part in the occupation initiative. 
 
With the aim of ascertaining the situation of the people who had taken part in the Municipal 
Employment Schemes’ regularisation programme, we undertook some field work involving 
contacting these people by telephone to find out their situation after the end of the programme. The 
aim was to contact the 152 people linked to the regularisation programme since 2016; 107 of these 
were successfully contacted.  
 
The overall rating of these 107 people regarding their participation in the programme was very 
positive, as the occupation initiative has opened up new opportunities for them and improved their 
relationship with the public administration. The financial resources achieved have enabled them to 
meet their basic needs, and they are pleased with the recognition and positive reinforcement 
provided by the programme and work experience from the outset. Having a work and residence 
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permit also gives them greater freedom of movement, including the ability to travel to their 
countries of origin and visit their families.  
 
Most of the people contacted (over 70%) are working or have found a job after the end of the 
Municipal Employment Schemes programme. At present, 27 of those contacted are participating in 
the current occupation programme. They feel optimistic, stating that they are experiencing a 
significant change in their lives that they believe will have a very positive impact in the future.  
 
Another significant aspect is the impact of the pandemic on their employment prospects, as 11 
people have told us that they lost their jobs due to the impact of Covid-19. The pandemic has also 
affected people who were looking for work, as the digitalisation of services and the remote 
assistance provided by most organisations have made it difficult for them to use the job search 
channels available.  
 
Some of the people contacted, however, reported a complex situation after the end of the 
employment programme. They suddenly found it difficult to find work in the general market, or 
could only find contracts that were less than a year long, had unstable working conditions, or both. 
This results in a stressful situation because, in order to renew the initial work permit, they must 
provide evidence of subsequent employment and social security contribution periods, and they 
often feel forced to take whatever job they can find. In general, based on the data and comments 
shared by the participants contacted, we have identified some of the barriers encountered at the 
end of the programme:  
 

• difficulties using standard job search channels 
 

• difficulties accessing procedures with the Immigration Office and the public administration 
 

• delays and complexity in the procedure for accessing social benefits or other bureaucratic 
processes. 

 
In many cases, this is compounded by illiteracy, insufficient language skills, limited IT proficiency 
and high financial hardship. In view of the difficulties and procedural changes in the job market due 
to the pandemic, we have observed that the people contacted are encountering many difficulties in 
finding a job that will enable them to renew their work and residence permit as necessary. In fact, a 
large majority of them stated that they do not know how to find work on the Internet and are open 
to advice regarding how to find work and the use of new technologies, as they are aware of their 
need and importance.  
 
Virtually every person we were able to contact has a valid work and residence permit, and only one 
of them has been unable to successfully renew it due to an insufficient number of days of social 
security contributions, leading their status to change to one of sudden irregularity. It is worth noting 
that half the people contacted have encountered some problems renewing their documents, as 
they are no longer receiving legal support from the services and/or programmes that were 
previously supporting them, and one of the reasons for these problems is not knowing how to 
make an appointment for the necessary procedures. Their legal situation is the first obstacle to be 
resolved, but the complex immigration laws and regulations result in very lengthy bureaucratic 
procedures and in some migrants living in an irregular situation for years. Although the vast 
majority of the people interviewed have not been in a situation of administrative irregularity, this is 
a constant threat that affects every work decision they make. 
 
People who are not working manage to meet their basic needs through public benefits or 
occasional help from friends or family. In spite of this, almost half the people contacted reported 
not having a stable home. Most of them live in rented accommodation or share a flat, but very few 
of them are the named person on the lease. Half the people contacted encounter problems when it 
comes to signing a lease. One third of the people interviewed asserted that their housing 
conditions have room for improvement, and the rest were satisfied with their housing situation. 
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In conclusion, the deployment of the Municipal Employment Schemes programme linked to 
regularisation processes has had very positive ratings. In the short term, taking part in the 
programme has enabled participants to regularise their administrative situation, which is a very 
valuable result in itself. In addition to the regularisation process, taking part in the programme has 
given participants the possibility of true integration, sharing work experience with different people, 
increasing their personal autonomy, and acquiring and adjusting to working habits on the one 
hand; and access to stable income that has helped them cover basic needs such as food, 
healthcare and housing on the other. Furthermore, the ratings of both participants and the 
municipal collaborators involved in handling the employment actions have clearly shown a very 
positive result in which the goals set were achieved. 
 
Despite the complexity of the process and the long way there is still to go to provide more support 
in these kinds of situations, the programme’s medium-term impact on participants is undeniable, as 
it creates opportunities beyond the strict working environment, because the ability to obtain a work 
and residence permit also provides access to citizenship, with rights and democratic participation. 
For most of the people interviewed, work is the main focus of integration. It is an essential part of 
their lives and the employment situation therefore affects the feeling of integration. We also assess 
very positively the fact that almost all the participants in the regularisation programme have been 
able to renew their work and residence permit after taking part in the programme, which further 
consolidates the initial opportunities it provides. 
 
As expressed by one of the participants, the Municipal Employment Schemes programme is “much 
more than just a job”. 
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The Barcelona Discrimination Observatory: figures, problems and 
challenges for the city 
 
Iris Aviñoa Ordóñez. Specialist at Barcelona City Council’s Human Rights Resource Centre,  
crdh@bcn.cat, @BCN_CiutatDrets 
 
 
For over twenty years, the Office for Non-Discrimination (OND) has been assisting people 
affected by discriminatory situations, and it spearheads Barcelona City Council’s fight 
against this scourge, which manifests itself in many different ways and for multiple 
reasons. Since 2017, the City Council and social organisations specialising in this area 
have joined forces with the Discrimination Victims Assistance Service (SAVD in Catalan) in 
the Board of Organisations, which has grown every year, with the current participation of 22 
city social organisations and the OND. The Barcelona Discrimination Observatory is the 
result of this joint work. It aims to compile data on discriminatory situations in the city, 
showcasing and denouncing the problems that are concealed behind each situation, which, 
far from being isolated cases, respond to structural causes, where discrimination is only 
the tip of the iceberg. This article analyses some of the main data compiled in the 2020 
Barcelona Discrimination Observatory report, and focuses specifically on instances of 
racist and xenophobic discrimination, which are the main motives for discrimination in the 
cases compiled by the OND and the social organisations. 
 
 
1. Combating discrimination in Barcelona 
Discrimination is expressed in numerous ways. It can range from a look or a decision not to sit next 
to someone in public transport to a physical assault, and may also take the form of insults, threats, 
denying someone a job, not letting someone enter an establishment or putting a person or group at 
a disadvantage owing to one or more personal characteristic, such as skin colour, ethnic or 
national origin, gender, sexual orientation or gender expression, health, age, spoken language, 
ideas or beliefs, disability or socio-economic position, without any type of legitimate justification.   
 
The concept of equality appears as one of the key elements in the preamble to the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, proclaimed in 1948 by the newly created United Nations. In this 
context, the concept of equality is therefore closely linked to the universality of human rights, i.e. 
that everyone has the same rights, simply because they are human beings. Equality must therefore 
be interpreted as a cross-cutting principle that has to pervade the enjoyment of all human rights, 
thereby constituting not a right in itself but a behavioural obligation. Directly linked to the principle 
of equality is the right to non-discrimination. This is a strengthened guarantee of the principle of 
equality which, above all, is aimed at protecting individuals and groups that have historically been 
excluded from the protection of their rights and freedoms.  
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Barcelona has had an Office for Non-Discrimination (OND) for more than twenty years, as well as 
a wide variety of social organisations working to provide support for the most vulnerable groups. 
Since 2017, the City Council and many of those social organisations have joined forces with the 
Discrimination Victims Assistance Service (SAVD in Catalan) in the Board of Organisations, which 
has grown every year, with the current participation of 22 city social organisations and the OND 
(Table 1). This is a working space where methodologies and knowledge are shared and where 
collaboration is encouraged, with the ultimate objective of offering the best possible assistance to 
people affected by discrimination.  
 

 
Another essential goal is to raise awareness about the types of discrimination that occur in the city 
and to improve data gathering, in order to design strategies that go to the root of the problem. This 
is why the Barcelona Discrimination Observatory was created. It has been publishing an annual 
report since 2018, containing the work, data and reflections of the OND and the Board of 
Organisations32. 
 
The report combines qualitative and quantitative analysis, organised around seven questions: 1) 
Who is discriminated against? 2) Who does this? 3) Where does this discrimination occur? 4) For 
                                                
32. You can view the Barcelona Discrimination Observatory's reports at the following link: 
https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/oficina-no-discriminacio/ca/observatori-discriminacions  

https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/oficina-no-discriminacio/ca/observatori-discriminacions
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what reason? 5) What rights are violated? 6) How is this discrimination expressed? 7)What is the 
response of the OND and the specialist organisations to discrimination, and what results are 
obtained through these actions. The answers that we obtain to these questions allow us to 
showcase and analyse the causes that are concealed behind cases of discrimination in the city, 
which are only the tip of the iceberg. In most cases, discrimination is linked to profound, structural 
problems, such as racism and xenophobia, LGBTI-phobia and gender discrimination. 

 
With regard to the question “What are the reasons for discrimination in Barcelona?”, the 
Observatory works around ten main discrimination types, which are based on categories that are 
especially protected in terms of discrimination, established in various international, regional, 
national and local legal instruments, including the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the 
European Human Rights Convention, the European Charter for the Safeguarding of Human Rights 
in the City, the Spanish Constitution and Barcelona's Municipal Charter, among others (Diagram 
1). 
 
2. Discrimination in figures 
Sixteen per cent of Barcelona residents have experienced a discriminatory situation in their 
neighbourhood. That is the conclusion of the 2020 Barcelona Metropolitan Area Coexistence and 
Neighbourhood Relations Survey (ECAMB)33, which shows the perceptions and experiences of 
discrimination in the city's neighbourhoods, as a result of interviews with 5,437 people in the 
Barcelona Metropolitan Area, 4,043 of them in the city of Barcelona, carried out from 29 October to 
23 December 2020. 
 
However, if we look at the discrimination cases reported to the OND or to a member organisation 
of the SAVD Board, the figures are much lower: in 2020, there were 436 reported discriminatory 
situations, which is higher than the figure for 2019, when 411 cases were recorded, and much 
higher than in 2018, when 265 discriminatory situations were registered. This increase is largely 
due to the Board’s progressive expansion (formed by 13 organisations in 2018, 18 in 2019 and 
currently 22) and consequently to its expanded radius of action for recording discriminatory 
situations. In spite of the gradual increase in recorded situations, and as is made clear by the 

                                                
33. You can see the survey results at the following link:  
https://iermb.uab.cat/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/ECAMB-2020_Primeres-dades-AMB.pdf. 

https://iermb.uab.cat/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/ECAMB-2020_Primeres-dades-AMB.pdf
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comparison with the indicator constructed from the survey data, we are clearly dealing with a 
phenomenon of under-reporting. 
 
The situations compiled in 2020 by the Board of Organisations make it possible to extract some 
conclusions and analyse some trends. If we look at the location of the discrimination cases (Figure 
1), we see that most discrimination was detected in the Eixample, with 58 cases, closely followed 
by Ciutat Vella, with 56, and then Sants-Montjuïc (30) and Sant Martí (26). These data not only 
show us where most discrimination cases may be occurring, but also in which districts we need to 
improve the detection and recording of cases.  
 

 
If we analyse the area where most discrimination cases take place in more detail (Table 2), we see 
that in public areas they are predominantly in the city's streets, parks, squares or on the beaches, 
with 109 cases, followed by public transport, with 31.  
 
In private areas, the spaces with most discrimination cases are flats and communities of 
neighbours, rising from 42 cases in 2019 to 70 in 2020, closely linked to the context of the 
pandemic and the mobility restrictions experienced throughout 2020; the opposite trend is 
observed in bars and restaurants, dopping from 34 to 13 cases last year. 
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The data also provides information about who is discriminating in Barcelona (Table 3).  
 
In most cases these are private individuals, with 185 cases in 2020, closely followed by 
discrimination committed in private organisations or companies, with a total of 130.  
 
A specially relevant datum in this area is the one referring to discrimination exercised by public 
stakeholders, with a total of 128 cases, including those committed by staff from the various public 
administrations (77) and police forces (51) present in Barcelona. 
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One of the main objectives for the Observatory's data collection is to analyse the structural causes 
behind the cases of discrimination, and in this regard, it is vital to understand the motives for this 
discrimination (Graph 1).  
 

 
 
The data collected in 2020 show that racism and xenophobia continue to be the main causes of 
discrimination among the cases recorded by the OND and the SAVD Board of Organisations, with 
34%; as in 2018 and 2019, the second cause is LGBTI-phobia, which accounts for 24% of the 
total, followed by discrimination motivated by disabilities, which represents 11% of the cases, and 
linguistic causes, at 10%.  
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Last year, the number of cases of discrimination for religious motives accounted for nearly 7%, 
followed by discrimination for motives of health, which once again accounted for 6% of all cases, 
as in 2019. In 2020, there were fewer recorded cases of aporophobia (5%), but as with other 
groups, the reason has more to do with under-reporting and the impacts associated with the 
pandemic than with a decrease in discrimination. 
 
In most situations, discrimination was expressed through differential treatment, accounting for 
52.3% of all the cases recorded in 2020 (Table 4). Some type of assault occurred in 38.7% (160 
cases), of which 24.9% were verbal and 13.8% physical. Despite being lower in percentage, there 
were also discriminatory situations involving hate speech, in 5.6% of cases, and acts of vandalism, 
in 1.2% of cases.  
 
The 160 situations where discrimination was expressed through verbal assault or physical violence 
are especially worrying. As in 2019, the group most affected by physical assaults was the LGTBI 
group, with 27 reported assaults, followed by assaults motivated by racism and xenophobia, with 
19. If we crosscheck the data from the cases of violations of physical integrity with that of the 
discriminator (Graph 2), we can see that most assaults were perpetrated by individuals, accounting 
for 79% of the cases (compared to 60% in the situations recorded in 2019).  
 

 
 
3. Racism and xenophobia, the main motive for discrimination in Barcelona 
By racism-motivated discrimination, we mean any discrimination based on a belief or attitude that 
one group is naturally superior to another, either individually or institutionally. In this case, the 
group is identified by skin colour or a fictitious attribution to a supposed race. In regard to 
discrimination expressed through the phenomenon of xenophobia, we would describe it as 
discrimination that occurs due to an irrational fear or rejection of people from other countries or 
ethnicities. Racism and xenophobia are usually closely connected to socio-economic factors, as 
those who are rejected are usually people with a low level of financial resources. 
 
In this regard, the Observatory analyses discrimination caused by racism and xenophobia in a 
broad sense, which affects people of diverse national origins, but also people who were born in 
Barcelona, who are discriminated against due to being racialised, or belonging to, or being 
associated with, a certain ethnicity or religion. For example, this includes the phenomena of anti-
Roma and anti-Islamic racism. 
 
Despite the state of emergency, the mobility restrictions and the lockdown periods imposed in 
2020, along with the associated difficulties for reporting discrimination, the number of racism and 
xenophobia cases recorded by the OND and organisations working in this area rose in 2020 (163), 
compared to numbers registered in the previous year (148). 
 
If we look at the comparison between who discriminated because of racist or xenophobic motives 
in 2019 and 2020, as shown in Graph 2, we see a 7% rise in the number of individual cases and a 
10% drop in the number of private organisations and companies, the same as for the overall 
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figures for discriminators. Even so, we find the most pronounced trend in cases committed by 
public administrations, which accounted for 18% in 2018, dropped to 8% in 2019 and went back up 
to 17% in 2020. These cases of discrimination were predominantly committed by public-transport 
employees. With regard to the places where these situations occur, the figures show a drop in the 
number of discrimination cases in public places, from 26% to 20%, although the city's streets, 
parks, squares and beaches are still one of the key areas for this type of discrimination, with 32 
cases. There is a slight increase in the situations occurring in flats and communities of neighbours, 
rising from 20 in 2019 to 27 in 2020. 
 

 
 
4. The key factor could be a name: discrimination in access to housing 
Year after year, housing is one of the main focal points for discrimination, affecting most of the 
discrimination areas. In 2020, in the context of the pandemic, mobility restrictions and lockdowns, 
this area acquired special relevance. In addition to the cases of discrimination occurring in flats and 
communities of neighbours, there were also discriminatory situations relating to the process of 
renting or purchasing a dwelling. Aware of the lack of visibility associated with these situations, in 
2020 Barcelona City Council carried out an experiment on discrimination in access to housing, with 
the aim of determining the scope of discrimination due to racist or xenophobic motives. 
 
“The key factor could be a name. Detecting proof of discrimination in access to the rental-housing 
market in Barcelona”34 contains the results of the study, which were obtained from 1,000 adverts in 
Barcelona's real estate portals, 500 to check if there was discrimination due to origin and 500 
concerning the sexual orientation of the people applying to rent a flat. The adverts contained two 
practically identical messages, where the main difference was the names of the people (in some 
cases combining names identified with foreigners and local people, and in others with heterosexual 
and homosexual couples). 
 
While the results obtained in the discrimination cases towards homosexual couples are not 
significant, the data do confirm the existence of discrimination towards people who are perceived 
as foreigners and who are trying to gain access to a rental flat in Barcelona. The report confirms 
that out of every 10 applications, those sent by couples with typical Catalan or Spanish names 
received 6 responses, whereas those with Arab names received 4, which is 18.8% fewer. Couples 
with Arab names were also offered fewer visits to properties and, in such cases, discrimination was 
at 7.6%, given that 17.4% of couples with local names received an immediate invitation to view a 
property, whereas only 9.8% of couples with Arab names were invited. 
 
 
                                                
34. You can view the complete study at the following link: 
https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/dretsidiversitat/sites/default/files/LA_CLAU_POT_SER_UN_NOM.pdf. 

https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/dretsidiversitat/sites/default/files/LA_CLAU_POT_SER_UN_NOM.pdf
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Another key factor shown in the study is the difference in rental prices which people with names 
perceived as foreign have access to. The average monthly rental price quoted in responses 
obtained by local couples was €1,276, compared to €1,348 for couples with Arab names, a 
monthly difference of €108.30. In other words, the more expensive the rental price, the more 
possibilities couples perceived as foreigners have in obtaining an initial response. 
 
5. Evaluation and future challenges 
Despite the efforts being made by the Observatory to improve the collection of data on 
discriminatory situations in the city, it is clear that under-reporting is still a cross-cutting problem 
that makes the phenomenon of discrimination in Barcelona less visible. There are various causes: 
the normalisation of certain discriminatory behaviour towards certain people or groups, people not 
knowing what to do when they suffer discrimination, the difficulty in proving discrimination when it 
is one person's word against another's, or fear of the consequences that reporting some 
discriminatory situations may bring, such as those that are expressed with higher levels of 
violence.  
 
In the context of the current pandemic, there are also other causes. Some cases of discrimination 
were experienced as normal within the prevailing situation of uncertainty and widespread fear, 
being accepted as normal and necessary measures. In some cases, restrictions to mobility, the 
provision of services and difficulties in accessing digital tools, in the context of the global 
virtualisation of many assistance services, have made it difficult for victims to contact municipal or 
social services to report a discriminatory situation they experienced, while also undermining their 
confidence and making it difficult to offer victims a safe space where they can explain the situation 
they experienced. 
 
However, 2020 also brought some major advances in the fight against discrimination. A key factor 
was the approval of Act 19/2020, of 30 December, on equal treatment and non-discrimination, 
which includes a series of improvements in key areas, such as the rights of victims in disciplinary 
procedures, the disciplinary jurisdiction of local bodies and the inclusion of aporophobia as a 
motive for discrimination. It also creates various instruments for protecting and promoting equal 
treatment and non-discrimination. In that regard, one key challenge for 2021 will be the 
implementation and regulation of the above-mentioned Act and its application in Barcelona, 
maintaining the joint work among administrations and social organisations, which have been 
fighting against discrimination in the city for over two decades. 
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Anti-rumour strategy: Taking stock of a 10-year-old policy conceived in 
Barcelona 
 
Joint authorship by the Department of Interculturality and Religious Pluralism for the Area 
for Culture, Education, Science and Community 
ipr@bcn.cat  
 
 
The anti-rumour policy was born out of the combination of two factors. The need to respond 
to ongoing demands, resulting from associationism, to refute rumours involving immigrant 
communities, and the identification during the drafting of the Interculturality Plan (2009-10) 
that rumours and prejudices were one of the main factors that hindered coexistence in 
diversity and could generate situations of discrimination or racism. The anti-rumour policy 
was drafted in 2010 as a city strategy with an emphasis placed on training, awareness and 
communication that has evolved over its ten years in operation. This new policy was very 
well received by city residents, organisations and other administrations which have 
approached the City Council to learn about the experience. Many cities have adapted it to 
stop rumours, understanding that these are a good gateway to address deeper and more 
complex issues. Finally, the emergence of a mainstream xenophobic and racist discourse, 
pervasive in the media, social networks and neighbourhoods, made us rethink the way we 
work on the policy, going far beyond rumours.  
 
 
1. The creation of the anti-rumour policy 
Around 2008, at the beginning of the economic crisis, which led to a surge in the unemployment 
rate, cuts in public services and an increase in evictions in the city, a rise in the number of queries 
was observed by people working for organisations to those in charge of immigration at the 
municipal level about rumours regarding alleged benefits being enjoyed by migrants. Most of the 
queries raised always concerned groups of migrants and were baseless. They referred to alleged 
tax benefits, affirmative action in social assistance, food subsidies, trade, benefits in access to 
social housing, and so on.  
 
These queries tended to come from members of residents’ associations from different 
neighbourhoods of Barcelona who expressed serious concerns about the comments that even the 
members of their own associations expressed in public and were completely convinced that what 
they were saying was true. The insistence of the associations, the repetition of the queries and, at 
the same time, the lack of available information to be able to remove any doubt about the rumours 
led municipal officials to identify this issue as a problem that needed to be addressed. As a result 
of this, objective statistical data began to be collected and explanatory materials were developed to 
refute the information that was being disseminated as true.  
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The City Council tried to find out if there were any European experiences in combating rumours 
against the immigrant population, but none could be found. Exchanges with other European cities 
within the Eurocities network identified rumours as a serious problem in many European cities, but 
said there were no initiatives or policies to reverse the problem. The only experiences detected at 
the international level had to do with large and expensive communication campaigns in the 
mainstream media to give a positive image of immigration which had often had counter-productive 
results.  
 
Under the political leadership of the Immigration Commissioner, Daniel de Torres, in 2009 it was 
decided to begin the participatory process that ended with the drafting of the ‘Barcelona 
Interculturality Plan’ (2010)35. For the drafting of the Plan, it was considered convenient to carry out 
an intense participatory process. This included the participants being asked about the factors that 
hinder coexistence between the residents of Barcelona from diverse cultural origins. The answers 
obtained effectively pointed to two major issues: On the one hand, they highlighted the inequalities 
of immigrants in Barcelona and, in particular, the situation of people in an irregular situation. On the 
other hand, the other factor that was mostly highlighted was that a huge number of people were 
prejudiced, which meant that the relationship between people from different backgrounds was 
negatively conditioned. The conclusion was that prejudice against migrants acted as a mental 
barrier that hindered relationships and coexistence and could lead to situations of discrimination 
and/or racism when trying to access work, education and so on. In fact, the aim of working on 
rumours regarding migrants and/or racialised people had a specific, preventive slant: to prevent 
situations of discrimination and/or racism. 

 
Seeing the lack of similar municipal policies in Europe and determining the clear need for them, 
municipal officials decided to include a specific section on this issue in the Interculturality Plan and 
initiate specific actions to address the problem and its complexity; over time, these actions became 
the anti-rumour policy. 
 
Another factor that influenced the formulation of the policy were the high levels of media interest 
generated. During the public presentation of the Interculturality Plan in 2010 by Mayor Jordi Hereu, 
the measure regarding the creation of anti-rumour officer raised a lot of interest amongst those 
present from the press, even though the policy had not yet begun to be developed and it was only 
a potential initiative for the future. For this reason, work was begun at pace on the policy, and 
always under the umbrella of the Interculturality Plan, in the form of a pilot training scheme for 
people who wanted to fight rumours, stereotypes and discrimination.  
 
Amongst the first trainers was the anthropologist Lola López, director of the Centre for African 
Studies, who later became the Commissioner for Immigration, Interculturality and Diversity in 2015. 
Initially, there was a collaboration with the Xixa Teatre, a social theatre organisation, which 
organised a role play practical module to train anti-rumour officers. The success seen was 
immediate and the Immigration Directorate was overwhelmed by the avalanche of requests for 
training and the media attention generated.  
 
In 2011, with the change of municipal government, the new Commissioner for Immigration and 
Interculturality, Miquel Esteve, took the decision to create the Barcelona Interculturality Programme 
(PROGBI) and facilitated the creation of a permanent team including specific professionals 
dedicated to managing the Anti-rumour Strategy and Training. This helped to consolidate the policy 
and extension of the framework: a more region-wide vision, the improvement of training content 
and the creation of a catalogue of anti-rumour activities available to organisations and facilities 
around the city. Likewise, there was also a clear commitment to consolidating the Barcelona Anti-
Rumour Network as a model of participation and joint leadership with the Administration. 

 
 

                                                
35. Accessible at: https://bcnroc.ajuntament.barcelona.cat/jspui/bitstream/11703/85038/1/4052.pdf. 
 

https://bcnroc.ajuntament.barcelona.cat/jspui/bitstream/11703/85038/1/4052.pdf
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2. What is hidden beneath rumours, stereotypes and prejudices? 
According to the American constitutionalist, Cass R. Sunstein, cited in the ‘Practical Guide for Anti-
Rumour Officers’, rumours are ‘statements about people, groups and events that are passed from 
one person to another without any veracity being demonstrated, that have credibility not because 
there is direct evidence to back them up but because many people believe them’ (Barcelona City 
Council, 2011: 31). 
  
Another major concept highlighted in the same guide is ‘information cascades’, i.e. when people 
believe a rumour from the moment that a certain amount of people appear to believe the rumour. 
Staying with the same guide, Gordon Allport defines as prejudice ‘the hostile and suspicious 
attitude towards someone belonging to a group, simply because they belong to that group’ 
(Barcelona City Council, 2011: 17). Finally, according to David Mayers, stereotypes would be ‘the 
widespread attribution of certain characteristics of some members of a group as a whole. Qualities 
are attributed to a person as a member of a group and they are not judged as an individual’ (ibíd.). 
 
It is important, however, to distinguish between people who help to propagate rumours through a 
lack of knowledge and who repeat them subject to information cascades, and those people who 
intentionally propagate rumours being quite aware that they are false. In this second situation, we 
would be speaking, in the most current language, about fake news, i.e. the fabrication of false 
information. 
 
Choosing the figure of the rumour as an excuse, and also as a catalyst for a communication and 
awareness-raising strategy, such as the BCN Anti-Rumour Strategy, was initially a success at that 
time for two main reasons: 
 

● Ease of conceptual explanation: from a very simple theoretical diagram explaining the 
relationship between rumours, stereotypes, prejudices and discrimination. 
 
● A simple communication strategy: it made it easier to reach diverse audiences from face-to-
face interactions, from dialogue, and served as a gateway mainly to work more regionally, 
where people’s reality and real concerns were seen. This made it possible to speak openly 
about racism through the generation of spaces of trust and security, and to promote actions 
from an intercultural perspective taking into account the particularities of each territory.  
 

With these years of internal work and in partnership with different actors, and especially with the 
BCN Anti-Rumour Network, it was concluded that the anti-rumour recipe ‘ignorance + stereotype + 
prejudice = discrimination’ does not give an explanation of all the complexity that there is or that 
hides rumours. Rumours are the tip of the iceberg of a whole web that generates and perpetuates 
discrimination and on which many dimensions intervene and intersect: individual, collective and 
structural. In this sense, the question arises of how we can explain the complexity of the machinery 
that generates discriminatory rumours or comments about certain groups and/or communities from 
diverse cultural origins. These types of rumours are not innocent, have a very deep and complex 
background and, at the same time, are based on the discrimination that has its roots in the 
construction of the ideas created in relation ‘to the other’ that it is not part of ‘us’.  
  
The strength of anti-rumour policy is precisely its ability to transform, adapt to the current 
contingency, build together with others and, therefore, be self-analytical over its actions.  All this 
has meant that today it remains an active policy which is well-enforced and necessary. For a 
number of years, the strategy of the far right and European and US populism have pointed clearly 
to intentionally spreading rumours, particularly in an attempt to link immigration with insecurity. This 
strategy was not so present 10 years ago in the mainstream press; however, it is has been 
increasingly gaining traction, and has become more present to the extent where some extreme 
right parties have gained institutional representation. 
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Additionally, the increase in xenophobic content based on prejudice and with clear partisan 
intentions has mainly seen an increase on social networks, where, unfortunately, on a mass scale, 
people form their opinion on the world around them.  
 
Due to the shifting reality, local and international political contexts, anti-rumour political strategy 
has gone beyond what was initially planned for it. This can be seen in the following changes and 
transformations: 
 

1. From the outset, the Anti-Rumour Training has been reformulating in order to collect 
requests from participants and respond to the social context at any time.  
 
2. Anti-rumour initiatives are not only based on migration, but also seek to deal with diversity 
from a broad perspective, such as speaking about anti-Gypsyism, Islamophobia and generating 
actions and content regarding these topics. 
 
3. The increased production of a diverse range of educational and through-provoking materials. 
 
4. The creation of a catalogue of anti-rumour activities with a range of educational and 
awareness-raising proposals. 

 
3. The target audience of anti-rumour policies 
At the social, political and economic point in time in which this anti-rumour policy emerged, the 
population as a whole could be divided, greatly simplified, into three main groups according to their 
attitude towards immigration and cultural and religious diversity: a small group of favourable people 
who saw immigration as an asset and therefore did not consider it problematic; A second group, 
also a minority, which was very opposed to diversity and immigration and which acted in a 
discriminatory way, which we could say was made up of consciously racist people, and, finally, a 
third group, formed by a large proportion of citizens who had an ambiguous position on diversity 
and immigration.  
 
These were people who did not have a position that was either favourable or contrary to diversity 
and who certainly did not have much information about it. This is the group of people to whom the 
strategy was addressed and which was called the ‘ambivalent majority’. Their perception of 
immigration and diversity was key, as they could be easily influenced by rumours and cause a 
majority of the population to lean towards hostile attitudes, which would have really complicated 
intercultural coexistence in Barcelona.  
 

 
Therefore, the initial target audience for the policy was neither the activists who saw diversity as an 
asset, nor those consciously racist people. For the latter minority of the population, anti-
discrimination legislation and the firmness of anti-racist laws and policies had to be asserted by 
denouncing their attitudes.  
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3.1. First phase of the BCN Anti-Rumour Strategy 
Based on the collaborative work carried out with different city actors, including organisations from 
various fields, facilities and municipal services, it was considered that this policy did not take into 
account the opinions of the people who suffered or to whom these discriminatory rumours were 
targeted. Therefore, the strategy aimed to expand this target audience, seeking to incorporate 
these opinions and begin to create new tools, fostering spaces for participation where this cultural 
diversity, which goes far beyond migration, could be represented and heard. This is one of the 
main lessons from this journey towards a fairer and more egalitarian society.  
 
On the other hand, anti-rumour policy does rely on the mobilised and aware group that considers 
immigration and cultural diversity a learning opportunity to help carry out the strategy, as it appeals 
to this group to seek complicities, for example, by training volunteers from this group as anti-
rumour officers who are also the main group of people who are part of the associative network that 
belongs to the Network of Anti-Rumour Organisations. 
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As a result of this work and collaboration and seeing that a revision and historical explanation of 
this phenomenon is also needed, ‘Stopping rumours’ was created – an infographic that explains 
why and where the rumours come from, and what their consequences on the material, social and 
relational life of people are.  
 
4. Who implements the anti-rumour policy? 
The Anti-Rumour Policy is endowed with a technical body to be implemented and is carried out 
under the umbrella of the Anti-Rumour Strategy, which brings together the four main areas of work: 
Participation, Training, Awareness and Communication. 
 
The first area is Participation, which is carried out through a network of dedicated bodies that are 
part of the Barcelona Anti-Rumour Network. The Anti-Rumour Network also facilitates the 
possibility of participating in individually. The idea is the membership of all types of local 
associations, but also of generalist associations of all kinds (not only in the field of reception of 
immigrants, but educational, trade, health, etc.). There are currently 443 members and 611 
individuals. The member bodies of the network can be consulted on the Network’s interactive 
map36. 
 
From the outset, and taking advantage of the motivation of the associations, this association 
network was set up. The associations were the first to ask the City Council for information 
materials and training. But it was also possible for individuals to take part. Rumours are spread by 
word of mouth. To attack them you have to act the same way, individually, with person-to-person 
actions, rather than with media campaigns. The associations were also the ones that began to 
devise activities of all kinds to combat rumours, framed within the first Action Plan of the BCN Anti-
Rumour Network.  
 
The Network already has two action plans that mark its progression taking into account the 
constantly-changing context. Throughout 2021, the assessment of the current plan and the 
creation of the new Action Plan will begin. The Network is currently organised into topic-based 
working groups (regional revitalisation, training and communication) and has the Strategy 
Committee, which pilots the major actions that need to be undertaken in common agreement with 
the City Council and the organisations that make up the working groups.  
 
The second key area of the strategy is Anti-Rumour Training to become an ‘Anti-Rumour Officer’. 
Initially, it was a training programme of 12 hours  where it went into greater depth into the nature of 
rumours and in different forms to be able to disassemble and to contrast or, at least, to break the 
‘information cascades’ previously mentioned. It was about creating a shared discourse between 
volunteers. The aim of the course was to be able to develop individual skills in order to be able to 
contrast rumours based on theoretical and practical knowledge. These sessions offered, from a 
multidisciplinary perspective, information, relational guidelines and communication tools designed 
to deactivate rumours. The idea was to form the ‘Anti-Rumour Officer’ as a key factor and active 
actor in the execution and reinforcement of the strategy. We are working to promote the future 
work of the anti-rumour officers in four major areas:  
 

1. First, awareness through interpersonal dialogue. That is, the work that the anti-rumour 
officers can do with face-to-face dialogue, in informal, everyday contexts, and often in 
improvised contexts. We also work on how to counter and dispute categorical statements 
without necessarily confronting the interlocutor.  
 
2. Second, the awareness that can be raised within their own organisation. The idea is internal 
membership work that can be developed through promoting debates within the organisation on 
cultural diversity, challenges, opportunities, coexistence, rumours, promoting the training of 

                                                
36. Accessible at: https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/bcnacciointercultural/ca/estrategia-bcn-
antirumors/xarxabcnantirumors/mapa-entitats-antirumors 

https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/bcnacciointercultural/ca/estrategia-bcn-antirumors/xarxabcnantirumors/mapa-entitats-antirumors
https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/bcnacciointercultural/ca/estrategia-bcn-antirumors/xarxabcnantirumors/mapa-entitats-antirumors
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organisation members around these issues, carrying out internal distribution of available 
materials and information, and so on.  
 
3. Third, networking. As if it were an oil slick, the Anti-Rumour Officers will promote the joining 
of new organisations to the Network, informing them and raising their awareness about the 
importance of combating stereotypes, prejudices and rumours, as a way to improve coexistence 
in the city. The idea is to create a ‘snowball effect’ in the world of associations towards the 
values of diversity and coexistence and against rumours.  
 
4. Four. Seek to work with the media and social networks as disseminating actors. Anti-Rumour 
officers must work on the involvement of the media and social networks, both internal (web, 
Facebook, Twitter, etc.,) and external (radio, press and television, etc.). It is important to 
incorporate everything related to local media and social media, as Anti-Rumour Officers can 
have a proactive effect in the  area of local communication. 

 
The third area of work of the strategy is Awareness and Educational activities carried out mainly 
through the Anti-Rumour Catalogue. These are a series of activities of all kinds that the City 
Council makes available to the city to carry out in the territory and that different organisations and 
municipal facilities and services use in their field of action. These types of activities are very 
diverse, and can be a talk, a hip hop workshop, a social play or street action. The activities can be 
requested free of charge and are funded by the City Council. The activity organiser must justify the 
idea behind the activity and must give an assessment of it once it has been carried out.   
 
At present, and in order to advance the generation of alternative narratives that do not discriminate 
against cultural diversity and that these are truly transformative, it is necessary to take into account 
the context, economic, socio-demographic and cultural characteristics, etc. for the activity to take 
place. It is for this reason that the catalogue increasingly prioritises its action framed in medium- 
and long-term processes, where the context is taken into account. Awareness-raising is also 
carried out through the distribution of anti-rumour materials that have been produced over the 
years, communication materials such as videos, manuals, or infographics, etc37. 
 

 
And finally, the fourth area of work of the Anti-Rumour Strategy is Communication The Network 
decided to launch certain themed campaigns and calls for the maximum participation of the 

                                                
37. These materials are accessible at: https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/bcnacciointercultural/ca/estrategia-bcn-
antirumors/materials-antirumors 
 

https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/bcnacciointercultural/ca/estrategia-bcn-antirumors/materials-antirumors
https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/bcnacciointercultural/ca/estrategia-bcn-antirumors/materials-antirumors
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organisations, disseminating the actions, materials and messages that are proposed through social 
networks, through the organisations, through the interpersonal communication and in contact with 
the media.  
 
According to the four points above, the same experience led to going beyond the rumour and, 
therefore, not to mention specific rumours about certain groups or communities to prevent their 
dissemination and spread. The attacks on La Rambla in 2017 were a turning point for the 
recommendations provided to organisations and the general public thanks to the ideas coming 
from the framework of the communication group of the BCN Anti-Rumour Network at that time. 
 
Along these lines, this specific episode highlights the need to delve deeper into the strategy at the 
communicative and training levels, pointing to the structural causes that generate inequality, 
discrimination and/or racism. As shown in the infographic, the strategy takes a turn, understanding 
the rumours as the consequence and the most visible, but at the same time most superficial, part 
of some problems that due to their approach must put people at the centre and suffer multiple 
forms of discrimination.  
 
This conceptual and methodological change translates into communicative strategies such as the 
#NoComparteixoRumors (2017) campaign, which, through the creation of an infographic, 
recommended specific action methodologies: 
 

- do not dismantle rumours 
 

- develop critical thinking that questions the discriminatory intentionality of the messages that 
reach us and what their consequences are as well as the structure that underpins them.  

 
With the ongoing aim being that society is able to generate alternative narratives that counteract 
the discriminatory narratives that bring us rumours, or fake news, work began to avoid actions 
aimed at dismantling rumours and, instead, to direct the efforts and energies towards education 
and explaining what the social and discriminatory function of these is, on which they are based and 
the different levels of action: relational, communicative and also work within the same structure 
which also generates these situations. 
 
5. Barcelona’s policy as a model for other municipalities in Spain, Europe and the world 
Since the beginning of the presentation of the Barcelona Anti-Rumour Initiative, the Council of 
Europe, through the Intercultural Cities Network, promoted by the Council itself, has shown great 
interest in the strategy developed by Barcelona. The former commissioner, Daniel de Torres, 
actively collaborated in promoting politics among the different cities in the Intercultural Cities 
Network, developing a series of materials that have served as a guide for many municipalities in 
Europe. Among the materials prepared by the Council of Europe, the Anti-Rumour Manual (De 
Torres Barderi, 2018) published in eight different languages is of note. 
 
As an example, in 2013, the Council of Europe promoted the undertaking of a European Project 
called Communication for Integration, with the aim of ‘combating prejudice, stereotypes and racist 
attitudes’ inspired by the Barcelona experience. Ten European cities have started creating anti-
rumour networks for diversity: Amadora (Portugal), Bilbao, Botkyrka (Sweden), Erlangen 
(Germany), Limerick (Ireland), Loures (Portugal), Lublin (Poland), Nuremberg (Germany), Patres 
(Greece) and Sabadell. Barcelona also took part in helping to transfer knowledge based on the 
experience of the BCN Anti-Rumour Strategy, in particular through the regional project developed 
in Ciutat Meridiana.  
 
At the Spanish level and within the scope of the city association Red Española de Ciudades 
Interculturales (RECI), the establishment of anti-rumour networks has been promoted in cities and 
regions such as Tenerife, Bilbao, Fuenlabrada and Getxo.  
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From Canada, Morocco, Japan and Mexico, there has also been interest in the anti-rumour policy, 
which goes to show that the issue of rumours towards immigrants, people from diverse origins or 
belonging to minorities is a global issue.  
 
However, it is very important to note that these cities have evolved anti-rumour policies in various 
ways depending on their capabilities, objectives, and contextual elements. They have thus adapted 
the idea in a different way and have innovated in instruments and working methodologies that have 
improved the anti-rumour policies.  
 
6. Strategy results 
Over the last 11 years, 1,810 people have been trained as anti-rumour officers and on a daily basis 
have helped to break down negative and stereotyped perceptions of immigrants and cultural 
diversity in a broad sense. 
 

 
 
The consolidation of a network of organisations, the Anti-Rumour Network, has been key to 
consolidating the policy, adjusting it and modulating it according to the changes that were taking 
place in the region.  
 
Another fundamental aspect has been the possibility of developing cultural actions, projects and 
activities through the ‘Anti-Rumour Activities Catalogue’ that are carried out in the region and help 
to fight against discriminatory rumours, stereotypes and prejudice. Through the actions of the Anti-
Rumour Catalogue, hundreds of activities have been carried out throughout the city, in all the 
districts and neighbourhoods of Barcelona, to the extent that 39,696 people have attended some of 
the activities in recent years.  
 
Under the mandate of Commissioner Lola López, from 2015, the Anti-Rumour Strategy 
incorporated and addressed topics that had not been dealt with until that point and that are part of 
a broad concept of culture and interculturality: Aspects related to religion and religions and also 
aspects related to the prejudices suffered by the Gypsies, the main historical ethnic minority in 
Barcelona and Catalonia.  
 
Beyond the quantitative results of the actions, the question must be asked about the effectiveness 
of the actions carried out: have they acted to prevent discrimination and to achieve a society that is 
more receptive and open to cultural and ethnic diversity? 
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A first assessment carried out in 2014 (Hernández Carr, 2014) concluded that the strategy had 
been a success in stopping rumours within social and neighbourhood organisations in Barcelona. 
This fact may seem anecdotal, but it is key given that the social fabric is the first level of closeness 
in the fight against rumours. It was necessary to convince the members of the local organisations; 
without their complicity, the task of fighting the rumours would have been impossible. 
 
On the other hand, the city has a perception indicator developed over more than twenty years by 
the City Council’s Data Office using surveys on what are the main problems perceived by citizens.  
 
In these half-yearly surveys, the indicator of the perception of immigration as the main problem in 
Barcelona remains at low levels, and certainly much lower than in 2007 and 2008. In 2020, only 
2.2% of respondents said that immigration was the main problem in the city, far behind issues such 
as traffic, cleaning, security, parking, access to housing or corruption. 
 

 
We cannot determine a direct causal effect between anti-rumour policy and these results, but we 
can assume that anti-rumour policy has contributed, along with other policies and other factors, to 
achieving them – mainly because of its ability to transform and listen to professionals who work on 
the street. The strategy, like the rumours themselves, mutates and adapts and, like the roots of a 
tree, reaches the complex depths that underpin discriminatory and/or racist rumours in the 
relational and structural spheres. 
 
7. Conclusions 
We can say that this new public policy proposal has been very well received by the organisations, 
the general public and by other administrations that have reproduced the Barcelona experience. It 
is not uncommon for a new policy to be initiated by the City Council and for demand and 
acceptance to exceed the most optimistic forecasts. This policy has provided solutions for other 
cities that shared the issue of rumours and prejudices and have adapted Barcelona's proposal to 
their own realities.  
 
The beginning and the creation of the anti-rumour policy coincided with a time when the economic 
crisis was having a very serious effect on Barcelona, and there was a real risk of social breakdown 
of coexistence, especially in the most vulnerable neighbourhoods. This breakdown that some 
experts had predicted in 2008 and 2009 did not occur, and even in some neighbourhoods, social 
cohesion among the working class increased, regardless of people’s backgrounds. The anti-
rumour policy certainly contributed to that.  
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In general, we believe that there are no magic or universal solutions to combat rumours, 
stereotypes and discrimination, but the tools and strategy must be adapted according to the issue 
and the region where it is required, just like in other cities inspired by the Barcelona idea.  
 
In this regard, to keep this process of adaptation alive to the new realities, Khalid Ghali, the 
commissioner of Intercultural Dialogue and Religious Pluralism, has promoted a new Barcelona 
Interculturality Plan for the period 2021-2030 that renews the City Council's commitment to 
interculturality while adapting to the new reality of the city. 

 
The takeaway from these 11 years is the need to ensure, through the formulation of diagnoses and 
putting into practice of actions and campaigns, a truly diverse participation to guarantee maximum 
levels of representation and the creation of common spaces where the diversity of origins is 
ensured and can speak in their own words. Diverse participation involves sewing together 
networks at different levels and action areas, i.e. neighbourhood, associations, educational, 
political, institutional, cultural, labour, trade union and communication. 

 
Additionally, it should be pointed out that on its own the anti-rumour policy would not be effective 
without all the municipal public policies being coherent and going in the same direction. This policy 
should be placed into the context of a model of intercultural global coexistence; for that reason, all 
actions undertaken by the city government should adopt a transversal, intercultural perspective. If 
not, the strategy would lose coherence and effectiveness. In this regard, it is key that the basic 
programmes to guarantee equality of opportunities (access to education, health, work, 
incorporation into the civil service, etc.) work properly for everyone.  
 
Currently (2021), the political and media panorama is very different to 2009. The emergence of 
new xenophobic parties on the Spanish and European political scene are increasingly gaining 
traction over public opinion, and little by little, hate speech is being normalised in some mainstream 
media and on social media. In recent years, top-tier political leaders have emerged on the 
international scene who have legitimised and adopted a racist, supremacist and xenophobic 
discourse. These political representatives have enjoyed widespread popular support and have 
‘popularised’ racist messages that have reached the Barcelona city residents through the media. 
Backed by local leaders, often their message is intentionally fabricated and has clear partisan 
political goals. It seeks to break the trust between neighbours, to break class solidarity in 
underprivileged neighbourhoods, to mark a clear discourse of ‘them’ versus ‘us’ and to provoke 
conflict and confrontation on the grounds of origin. These are strategies designed in think tanks 
that have important support on social media that makes the task of dismantling them much more 
difficult and complex.  
 
Think tanks are real laboratories of ideas that help to develop the narrative or the political narrative 
so that it can be hegemonic. The aim is to provide ideas that can influence public opinion and build 
a hegemonic narrative, hence the continued insistence on the concept of ‘cultural wars’ of the far 
right. It is no longer just rumours that are being spread through word of mouth.  
 
That is why we see the strategy of territorialisation in the neighbourhoods and adaptation to the 
circumstances of proximity as a very proper response to this new trend. However, some of the 
instruments and actions of the anti-rumour policy should be rethought to adapt them to the new 
circumstances and also see what other cities that have adapted this policy have contributed. 
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A field experiment carried out with the aim of detecting and analysing the presence of 
ethnic discrimination in the housing rental market. Using the correspondence analysis 
method, fictitious names were assigned that unequivocally pointed to differences in ethnic 
origin: Arabic names and Catalan/ Spanish names. Internet real estate platforms were used 
as a field of analysis. One thousand emails requesting information were sent regarding 500 
properties advertised across all the districts of Barcelona, with the aim of analysing the 
reactions of the estate agents to the named applicants. The results of the experiment show 
that applicants with an Arabic name received 18% fewer responses than those applying 
under a Catalan/ Spanish name. A lower percentage of applicants with an Arabic name were 
also offered viewings. In higher-priced rental segments, the level of discrimination was 
lower. The results show that people with an Arabic name have access to fewer flats in the 
rental market, and that those they do have access to are more expensive.  
 
 
1. Introduction: What is discrimination and how can we measure it?  
Discrimination refers to the unequal treatment of individuals or groups on the basis of their 
personal characteristics. Unequal treatment that favours members of certain groups to the 
detriment of others, and that reinforces and perpetuates disadvantage in terms of access to 
resources and opportunities. 
 
Even today, one of the main obstacles to tackling discrimination is how the phenomenon is 
measured. There are many questions regarding the actual incidence of discrimination, due to the 
difficulty in detecting cases. Among the efforts to generate data on this phenomenon in Barcelona, 
the initiatives promoted by the Human Rights Resource Centre and the Office for Non-
Discrimination of Barcelona City Council stand out. Together with the 18 organisations38 that make 
up the Bureau of Organisations providing Services for Victims of Discrimination (SAVD) and which, 

                                                
38. Catalan Association for Integrating Homosexual, Bisexual and Transsexual Immigrants (Acathi), the Catalan 
Association for the Defence of Human Rights (ACDDH), Bayt al-Thaqafa, Cepaim, Dincat, the ECOM Federation, the 
Catalonia Mental Health Federation (FSMC), Federació Veus, Fil a l’Agulla, Fundació Secretariat Gitano (FSG), Gais 
Positius, Irídia, the Observatory against Homophobia (OCH), Plataforma per la Llengua, the Tenants’ Union, SOS 
Racisme Catalunya, Unión Romaní and Care for the Homeless Network. (XAPSLL). 
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since 2018, have published the Barcelona Discrimination Observatory report39 which has drawn 
attention the numerous situations of discrimination detected in the city of Barcelona.  
 
This annual report is a first step towards understanding the problem, but it should be remembered 
that much of the discrimination that takes place in the city goes unreported. The same thing 
happens with the statistics based on complaints about cases of discrimination. This data brings us 
closer to the reality, but reveals only the tip of the iceberg. It is often disregarded because it is 
considered to refer to isolated cases, cases that have little statistical significance or are not backed 
by empirical evidence.  
 
There are also opinion studies, such as the Survey of Neighbourhood Relations and Coexistence, 
carried out by the IMERB (2021) which provides a great deal of information, including a 
discrimination index. This type of study measures the social perceptions and general attitudes of 
majority groups towards minorities or situations experienced by minorities. However, perceptions of 
discrimination may over- or under-estimate the actual incidence of discrimination. Precisely 
because they are perceptions, they occur within relationships and in situations that can be 
interpreted in different ways. Existing research on racialized attitudes and stereotyping among the 
general population (Farley, 1977) indicates that much discrimination tends to go undetected, 
because of the degree to which it is perceived as ‘normal’ in the daily lives both of those who have 
to live with discrimination due to their personal characteristics, and those who engage in certain 
discriminatory practices.  
 
To resolve these difficulties in detecting discrimination, and the often invisible, and even 
normalised, nature of that discrimination, the social sciences provide techniques that can help with 
measurement that are based on evidence and the empirical contrast of real or simulated cases 
from situations that are recreated, whether fictitiously or with real people who are susceptible to 
being discriminated against due to their personal characteristics.  
 
Given the need for increased knowledge about discrimination in the city, Barcelona City Council's 
Directorate of Citizenship Rights and Diversity Services promoted an experiment to detect racial 
discrimination in access to rented housing.  
 
This research, entitled "The Key Can Be in a Name" and carried out by the Broll cooperative, 
aimed to conduct an experiment in order to detect and quantify the existence of differential 
treatment based on ethnic origin in terms of access to the private rental market in Barcelona, 
based on the submission of applications for housing on internet real estate portals. 
 
2. The Key May Be in A Name: A Social Experiment to Detect Evidence of Ethnic 
Discrimination in Access to Rental Housing.  
The experiment allowed us to measure discrimination directly. The idea was to select and match 
population profiles (majority group with minority group) and to display the chosen profiles in the 
situation to be analysed, so that differential treatment might subsequently be analysed. 
Experiments carried out in other locations in recent decades provide evidence confirming that 
ethnic groups face discriminatory behaviour in all kinds of market transactions, such as access to 
employment (Pager and Shepherd, 2008), in the rental or home ownership market (Ying, 1995; 
Chambers, 1992; Wachter and Megbolugbe, 1992), mortgage lending (Turner and Kidmore, 1999), 
insurance applications (Wissoker et al. 1998), access to health care (Schulman et al. 1999), and 
even when purchasing a car (Ayres and Siegelman, 1995) and access to taxis (Ridley et al. 1989). 
 
Experiments aimed at detecting discrimination on the basis of ethnicity show that, compared to the 
ethnic majority, minority applicants generally receive fewer responses to housing applications and 
are invited to fewer housing viewings, i.e., they have fewer opportunities to access housing. The 
experiment, carried out in Barcelona in early 2020, consisted of creating fictitious profiles for 
housing applicants to whom names were assigned that unequivocally pointed to different ethnic 
                                                
39. Accessible at: https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/oficina-no-discriminacio/ca/observatori-discriminacions 

https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/oficina-no-discriminacio/sites/default/files/WEB2_INFORME_DISCRIMINACIO_2019_A4_CA.pdf
https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/oficina-no-discriminacio/ca/observatori-discriminacions
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origins. Catalan/ Spanish names and names of Arabic origin were randomly matched in the 
application for the same flat offered on an internet rental portal. In this pairing, the identities 
differed only in one characteristic: the name.  
 
Our names are our calling cards. Names confer identity as well as conveying that identity to others, 
and are therefore directly related to social experiences and opportunities. Names can be a key 
factor. The key to gaining access to certain social or cultural relations, goods, or services. Names 
can open or close doors, including the doors of a home. Behind names lie life stories that are 
subject to interpretation by others, and often include prejudices and stereotypes that act as 
constructs of otherness and factors that feed discrimination. A mere name can have a bearing on 
the allocation of opportunities to access resources.  
 
Using names, we conducted an experiment that consisted of sending 1,000 applications in 
response to 500 housing advertisements published on real estate portals. Half of the applications 
were sent with a name of Arabic origin, and the other half with a Catalan/ Spanish name based on 
the names registered as most common by Idescat. 
 
3. Results of the experiment: does differential treatment exist in that opportunities for 
access to housing depend on the origin of the name of applicant?  
 
3.1. Responses to applications  
In order to detect differences, comparison was made between the response rates to applications 
submitted by couples with Catalan/ Spanish names, and those presented by couples with names of 
Arabic origin. The sample was evenly distributed in terms of gender, each female Catalan/ Spanish 
name being paired with a female Arabic name. The same procedure was followed for the males. 
 
In this experiment, no differences were established between positive and negative responses, 
since the modus operandi of estate agents, as confirmed in this study, is that when faced with 
giving a negative response, the preferred choice is not to respond - a practice that explains why 
there was no response at all to over half of the sample. 52.8% of the requests received no 
response at all, a non-response rate similar to that in other field studies in the rental housing 
market that also include names of Arabic origin (Ahmed et al., 2008; Bosch et al., 2010). 
‘Response’ in the data presented indicates only the fact that the estate agent responded in some 
way; there is no analysis of the content of the response message, only whether or not there was in 
fact a response. The overall response rate to applications was 47.2%. In the case of men, 37.2% 
of enquiries received a response regardless of origin; for women this figure was 57.2%. The 
response rate for housing applications made by women was 20% higher than for men, without 
taking origin into account. These results are not an isolated case: there is evidence of gender-
differentiated treatment to the detriment of men in the internet property rental market, regardless of 
their origin (Ahmed and Hammarstedt, 2008; Andersson et al. 2012). Ahmed and Hammarstedt 
(2008) reveal that in Sweden men are 13% less likely to receive a response than women, 
regardless of origin. Bengtsson et al. (2012). However, while it was found that women are 8.7% 
more likely to receive a response than men, this advantage only occurs for women with a Catalan/ 
Spanish name, not for those with an Arabic name.  
 
In our study, women got more responses than men regardless of ethnic origin, but when compared 
with a Catalan/ Spanish person of the same gender, men with Arabic names got 19.2% fewer 
responses than those with Catalan/ Spanish names, and women 18.4% fewer. A woman with a 
Catalan/ Spanish name would receive about 40% more responses than a man with an Arabic 
name.  
 
The rate of discrimination on the basis of origin without taking gender into account is 18.8%40 
 
                                                
40. Very similar results were obtained in a baseline study using aggregated data from Madrid and Barcelona, with a 
difference in response rate of 22% (Bosch et al, 2010). 
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The breakdown of responses to the advertisements is as follows: 41% did not respond to either of 
the couples; 35.4% responded to both, 21.2% responded only to the Catalan/ Spanish couple, and 
2.4% responded exclusively to the couple with an Arabic name. 
 
The correlation of responses between the two different ethnic origins is high, indicating that estate 
agents tended to respond to requests submitted for the same advertisements (58%) to couples 
with Catalan/ Spanish names and couples with names of Arabic origin, and even more so when the 
request is made by a woman, rising to 61%. Discrimination is concentrated in the number of 
responses that each profile receives depending on ethnic origin; the existence of two parallel 
housing markets according to Catalan/ Spanish origin and Arabic origin was not detected. The type 
of discrimination that was detected consists of a reduced supply of housing available to couples 
with Arabic names. 
 
Segmentation along the lines of ethnicity in the rental housing market as expressed in 
differentiated markets was not detected, but a restriction of access to couples with Arabic names 
was, with fewer access opportunities reflected in the lower number of responses to the same 
advertisements. 
 

 
3.2. Responses to applications that include viewings  
Responses to applications contained other information that is of interest when analysing the 
existence of differential treatment of applications on the basis of ethnic origin. One of the most 
common practices detected was the attitude of the agent in terms of willingness to follow up on 
applications received. As we have been able to verify, one of the most common ways of following 
up on the initial contact is to suggest a telephone conversation to provide more information about 
the property. Either the estate agent requests the applicants telephone number and calls them, or 
alternatively suggests that the applicant her/himself should call the agency on a number indicated.  
 
First of all, it should be noted that 68% of the responses received included messages indicating 
that, in order to obtain more information about the property requested, the applicant would need to 
call the telephone number included in the email, or requesting a contact number for the applicant to 
enable the agency to initiate the conversation. This was the response to 34% of the total number of 
applications sent.  
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In this type of message, differences in treatment are also observed, although to a lesser extent 
than in the response rate. Thus, 29.2% of couples with Catalan/ Spanish names would receive 
messages inviting a conversation via telephone, compared to 22.8% of couples with Arabic names, 
a difference of 6.4%.  
 
However, this indicator provides little information and is ambiguous, since it is not possible to 
effectively monitor the reasons why the estate agent may choose to establish a new contact by 
telephone. Although in the body of the message they usually state that the reason for the call is to 
provide more information, the possibility that the motive is that this offers a way to carry out a 
further screening process with the latent, and sometimes overt, desire to obtain more information 
about the applicant cannot be underestimated.  
 
In any case, the indicator that best fits the analysis of the content of the message is the number of 
viewings obtained by each of the profiles analysed by the experiment to study discrimination on the 
basis of ethnic origin.  
 
With regard to the applications that receive responses offering the possibility of a viewing, the 
differences would be aligned in terms of differential treatment depending both on gender and 
ethnic origin. However, discrimination persists. The couple with Arabic names were able to access 
7.6% fewer viewings than the couple with Catalan/ Spanish names. 
 
17.4% of Catalan/ Spanish couples received an immediate invitation to view a property. In couples 
with Arabic names, 9.8% of applications resulted in an invitation to view the property. The 
difference was therefore 7.6%.  
 
Out of every ten enquiries sent, those with Catalan/ Spanish names received two responses with 
the possibility of a viewing, and those with Arabic names only one.  
 
Although in the response rates the gender differences were very marked, in the rate of responses 
to viewings the results were aligned, both if we compare the results by ethnic origin or by gender; 
there was a downward adjustment, with an 8% discrimination rate in the case of men with an 
Arabic name, and one of 7.2% for women with an Arabic name when compared with an application 
made by a person of the same gender but with a Catalan/ Spanish partner.  
 
Again, women got more responses (+11.2%) offering viewings than men, regardless of their ethnic 
origin. However, when compared by ethnic origin, women and men with Arabic names were 
offered almost the same number of viewings, with a difference of 7.2% and 8%, respectively. 
 
Consistent with the results obtained so far is that discrimination on the part of estate agencies 
means that the rental prices for properties to which migrants have access are higher than the 
rental prices for properties that Catalan/ Spanish couples have access to.  
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The average monthly rental price of the responses obtained by the Catalan/ Spanish couple was 
1,276 euros. For the couple with names of Arabic origin, it was 1,384 euros, a difference of 108.30 
euros more per month. If only those applications that received a response in each group are 
selected, the difference is even more pronounced, with monthly rents 272.10 euros higher for 
those with Arabic names.  
 

 
 

 
 
Discrimination against those with an Arabic name was concentrated in the 800 to 1,100 euro price 
range , corresponding to the most sought-after properties in the city when the characteristics of the 
property and the price were taken into consideration. The correlations between the responses 
obtained according to the prices of the properties was positive; i.e. the higher the monthly rental 
price, the more responses there were for those with an Arabic name (0.262 **41), a higher value 
than among those with a Catalan/ Spanish name (0.176 **42).  
 
The non-linear regression model presented below incorporates the available variables that can 
explain applicant responses. We will look at the value of the estimate for each parameter. The 
most significant parameter is being part of a couple with Catalan/ Spanish names (0.523), followed 
by a couple with Arabic names (0.339). In this model, it can be seen that the fact that the woman is 
the applicant for the property affects the response, but less strongly than the ethnic origin. 
Therefore, ethnic discrimination would outweigh the gender discrimination that benefits the female 
                                                
41. P < 0.01. 
42. P < 0.01. 
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applicant. There are three parameters that explain the model with a negative sign: the districts 
according to disposable household income, whether a flat has a terrace and whether it has a lift. 
This model shows a scenario in which the following hypothesis may be put forward: in the case of 
the most desirable properties, both in terms of location and because they have a terrace or lift and 
can therefore be rented more quickly, real estate agents make less effort to respond to 
applications. 
 
If the advertisement publication dates on real estate portals were a reliable source of information, it 
is very likely that in this explanatory model the parameter "time in days of publication" would have 
been significant for this hypothesis: the longer a flat has been on the market for, the greater the 
chance of response across all applications, but especially to applications from couples with Arabic 
names. It may be that in the face of difficulty in renting a property, discrimination would diminish 
and the need to secure a tenant for that property would prevail over the profile of the applicant. 
However, this indicator is manipulated on a daily basis on real estate portals, and advertisements 
that have been onthe portal for months are published as recent additions; for this reason, this 
factor could not be included in the explanatory model.  
 
4. Conclusions  
A field experiment was carried out based on access to rental housing in Barcelona. The 
experiment aimed to log differences in actions taken by estate agents with regard to response/ 
non-response to applications; and in the case of the existence of a response, in the content, taking 
into account whether or not it included an invitation to view.  
 
Existence of discrimination on grounds of origin: access to the rental market is restricted 
for couples with an Arabic name  
Differential treatment of applications was detected, both in the number of responses, and in the 
content of those responses in terms of the opportunity to view the property. There was a response 
difference of 18.8% excluding applicants with an Arabic name, a slightly higher difference in the 
case where the applicant was a man with an Arabic name (19.2%). 
  
In rental units, this implies that, for every ten applications sent, a couple with an Arabic name 
would get two fewer responses than the local couple. In terms of viewings carried out, the 
differences would be aligned both in terms of gender-differentiated treatment and in terms of ethnic 
origin. However, discrimination persists. The couple with Arabic names were able to access 7.6% 
fewer viewings than the couple with Catalan/ Spanish names.  
 
The correlation of responses between couples by ethnic origin is high, and this indicates that in 
principle there would be no discrimination along ethnic lines in the rental housing market 
expressed in differentiated markets. It is rather that in the case of couples with Arabic names 
access to the market is restricted, as shown by the fact that they received fewer responses to the 
same adverts.  
 
The ethnic origin of the applicant has more explanatory weight in the response rate than 
gender. 
The female response rate (57.2%) is significantly higher than the male response rate (37.2%), 
regardless of ethnic origin. However, when Arabic names were introduced, the discrimination rates 
by gender when compared with the Catalan/ Spanish equivalent were virtually the same, for both 
males (19.2%) and females (18.4%), with a difference of 0.8 percentage points. 
 
The non-linear regression model including the variables that are significant in explaining the 
response to the applications reveals that the most relevant parameter is being part of an local 
couple (0.523) rather than being a woman (0.303). Therefore, ethnic discrimination would outweigh 
the gender discrimination that benefits the female applicant.  
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Greater discrimination on the basis of ethnic origin in the most affordable rental price 
brackets 
People with names of Arabic origin would have access to fewer and more expensive flats. The 
differences in the average rental prices for the couple with Catalan/ Spanish names and the couple 
with Arabic names were 108.30 euros per month and 272 euros per month, if we compare the 
averages of the responses to only one of the two profiles. The properties applied for with rents 
below 1,100 euros show a higher discrimination rate than is the case for the average property. 
These properties are the most sought-after properties in the city when the characteristics of the 
property and the price are taken into consideration.  
 
The correlation between the volume of responses according to the prices of the properties is 
positive; that is, there is a link between the highest monthly rental price and the response to the 
population with names of Arabic origin (0.262 **) with a higher value than in the population with 
Catalan/ Spanish names (0.176 **). 
 
Other considerations related to the limitations of the study and challenges posed by the 
results obtained 
The study refers only to the initial phase of the rental process, to the request for information; 
therefore, the results presented as opportunities or restrictions in terms of access for a certain 
population profile are explanatory only in the period of initial contact. According to the social 
entities consulted, the barriers in terms of access to housing for the racialized population persists 
throughout the entire search process, which leads us to believe that if the experiment had 
continued up to the signing of the contract, the differentiated treatment would in all probability be 
even greater.  
 
In the course of the experiment we did not identify any explicitly discriminatory advertisements 
referring to the exclusion of certain sections of the population on racial grounds, as was previously 
the case. Thus, we can see a tendency to leave open and overt discrimination behind, being 
replaced with a more subtle form of discrimination, one that operates in the shadows, that restricts 
access to housing for certain minorities using methods that make it even more difficult to detect the 
discrimination suffered. By way of example, among the advertisements tested, there was evidence 
of the existence of differential rental conditions depending on applicant profile, but the profiles to 
which they refer are not specified on the websites.  
 
The study did not investigate the causes of the discrimination detected, nor did it allow for an 
analysis of where the discrimination might stem from: the property owners themselves, or the 
estate agents? Regardless of the answer to this question - which is certainly an important one - the 
discrimination we have detected indicates that this differential treatment, of at least 18.8%, is 
possible because certain real estate agents accept and carry out discriminatory practices that have 
direct consequences leading to unequal access to the right to housing. 
 
This issue generates the need to initiate a work process that is shared between local government 
and the property marketing companies in the city, with the aim of eradicating the phenomenon of 
discrimination in access to housing, and which could be oriented towards the creation of spaces for 
shared reflection and training processes for estate agents. At the same time, it is essential to 
continue developing programmes and services that are effective in the fight against the racial 
stereotyping and prejudice that is still present in society today.  
 
Some studies (McLaren, 2003; Schneider, 2008) provide evidence based on the fact that 
increasing interaction between people of different nationalities, cultures or religions is a valuable 
tool to mitigate discourses that legitimise certain forms of racism and the practices that perpetuate 
them.  
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