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Abstract 

The African continent finds the solution for its demographic stress by regularly 
and continuously expulsing a great amount of emigrants towards the south European 
frontiers. Because of geographic reason, Spain and Italy are common chosen destinies. 
Each year, thousands of African people cross the Mediterranean sea in search of a better 
life in Europe. The most common transportation are fable and dangerous boats called 
“pateras”. When winter comes, and also during Spring and Autumn, the sea storms 
reduce this human traffic and then a land path is chosen. From subsaharian countries 
an immense flow of anonymous peoples march in the direction of Ceuta and Melilla, the 
Spanish enclaves in Morocco, a trampoline to Europe. This article presents and discusses 
these routes of clandestine immigration and the problematic and complex situation that 
it entails.

  If we forget History, it is possible to think that the current migratory phenomenon is 

a product of globalization. One could think the same when looking at the large economic 

gap between the North and the South, together with the great movements of immigrants 

from the poor countries to the rich. But nothing could be further from the truth.

  Without wishing to stray too far from our main theme, it is sufficient to look back 

to the origins of humanity and confirm that the hunters and the gatherers sought their 

food by moving from place to place across long distances. The fact that over time they 

were able to develop an economic surplus meant that they could settle. Nonetheless they 

soon started to make expeditions across other unexplored territories in search of new 

settlements, products, land and wealth. 
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  In principle, it seems that the fundamental aim of all migration is to obtain some 

economic benefit. But throughout History, there have also been forced migrations as the 

result of wars, politics and religion etc. On the other hand, we need to be aware of the 

fact that distinct geographical areas around the globe have not always been as rich or 

poor as they are today. 

  What is clear is that if we take a look at the current media, we can see that migrations 

often grab the headlines - as a result of hunger, poverty or war - all around the world, 

and they are a cause for concern for the largest international organizations, States, 

politicians and even for the man in the street. 

  That said, the subject that concerns us here is immigration in Spain, and specifically, 

Maghreb and Subsaharan immigration. But, before fully entering into the subject, it 

would be helpful to clarify a few points. 

  Spain has been a country of emigrants; sometimes forced and sometimes voluntary. 

Throughout Spain’s history, evidence of forced migration for political or religious 

reasons is manifest if we look back to the year 1492, in which the Catholic Kings expelled 

some 160,000 Jews from the country, and then the Moriscos, who were later followed 

by the Jesuits. At the start of the XIX Century, the “Frenchified” left, then the liberals, 

the defeated Carlists; and then the Republicans in 1874. In the XX Century, a migratory 

wave was caused by the coup d’état of Primo de Rivera; and then half a million Spaniards 

were exiled as a result of the civil war of 1936. All these migrations were for political 

or religious reasons. But, throughout the XIX Century and the start of the XX Century, 

there were also large migrations of Spaniards to America. Argentina, Uruguay, Cuba, 

Brazil and Venezuela, were, at that time, the receiving countries. Thousands of gallegos, 

asturianos, cantabrians, extramadurans, canary islanders, etc., fled the hunger and misery 

in Spain in search of a better future for them and their families. A new bloodbath arrived 

at the end of the 50s, as a result of the Stabilization Plan of the Francoist government, 

which would last until the end of the 60s. At that time, the destiny of migrants would 

not be America but Europe. Germany, Switzerland, Holland, France etc., would receive 

more than 2,500,000 Spaniards, who emigrated with only one objective in mind: to be 

able to save enough to return to their villages and to have a better quality of life than 

the one that they had left. As the decades of the 70s and 80s progressed, this Spanish 

emigration gradually ceased and the return began, roughly around the same time that 

foreign immigrants started to arrive on Spanish soil. Despite that, at the end of the 90s, 

there were more Spaniards settled abroad than there were foreigners in Spain, (Cachón, 

L., 2002). 

On the other hand, when one speaks of Spanish migration, as a general rule those 

who went to Africa are forgotten, perhaps because they are smaller in number; but I do 
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not want to conclude this enumeration without mentioning the migration of more than 

100,000 Spaniards to Africa at the end of the XIX Century to Algeria, to the zone of Oran. 

This migration persisted, at times for work reasons and at other times for commercial, 

until 1960. It is also worth remembering that Spaniards went to Morocco, before, during 

and after the Spanish Protectorate, and settled around the Moroccan Rif.

Spain then passed from being a country of emigration to being a receiving country 

of a series of flows of immigrants. At the beginning, immigration was slow and only 

involved small contingents of Europeans, but this gave way to a more numerous and 

faster inflow of iberamericans and those of African origin, (Arango, J., 2002). It could 

be said that there are three big periods of exterior immigration: a first period up until 

1985, where immigration was predominantly European. Additionally there also exists 

an emergent Latin-American immigration, as a consequence of the dictatorships of the 

Southern Cone and Cuba, as well as a very insignificant number of Africans and Asians. 

A second period can be identified, from 1986 to 1999, in which Moroccan immigration 

began to grow, together with immigration from South American countries. At first this 

migration was temporary, but later it consolidated as the result of family regrouping. At 

the same time the immigration of subsaharans began, due to racial, war and economic 

reasons. Lastly, a third period began at the start of 2000, in which the flow of Maghrebs 

(led by far by natives from Morocco) was greater in number than the sub Saharans and 

Asians.

  

    Source: Own elaboration from INE data. (http://www.ine.es).
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At the same time Latin-American immigration grew significantly, but this time due 

more to economic than political factors. Perhaps what most characterizes this period, 

however, is the increase in ‘irregular’ immigration. Attracted by the flourishing Spanish 

economy and, in some cases, by geographic proximity, Spain was converted into ‘The 

gateway to Europe.’ During this period, Spain regularized the position of immigrants 

in the country, over a number of distinct phases, (Aja,E. y Arango J. 2006, and Aja,E. 

y Diez, L., 2005). The first phase took place in 1985-86 with the implementation of the 

Foreigner’s Law (Ley de Extranjería). At that time, 38,181 foreigners were regularized 

and 5,634 turned down. The second phase took place in 1991-92 and on this occasion 

108,321 immigrants were regularized; while 22,090 were turned down. In May 1991 

the first tragic sinking of a small boat (patera) occured. These initial regularizations 

all happened during a Socialist Party (PSOE) government. The Popular Party (Partido 

Popular) undertook a similar process in 1996, in which 25,128 immigrants were 

regularized, and less than 4.000 denied. At this time there was also an increase in the 

number of small boats arriving on Spanish coastlines. Afterwards in 2000, there was 

another regularization of 163,342 foreigners, and as on previous occasions there were 

immigrants who were denied; on this occasion amounting to 80,975. One year later, in 

2001, there was a revision of case files and 36,013 people from various countries were 

regularized, plus 20,352 equatorians, for humanitarian reasons. But that same year, 

there was also an extraordinary process of regulation that accepted 239,174 immigrants. 

Again under a socialist government, in 2005, there was another regularization in which 

of the 700,000 applications, some 150,000 were not accepted because they did not fulfill 

the requirements. Despite this enormous quantity some media argue that there are a 

further 700,000 who remain in an irregular situation in Spain. 

As a general rule the largest part of these immigrants are young people, with low 

qualifications; and they are also predominantly men, with various nationalities and 

ethnic backgrounds. Except ibero-americans, these immigrants mostly do not know the 

language, and have very different cultures and religions. They come to Spain attracted 

by the ease of entry, and many come as tourists, in search of work in sectors such as 

farming and livestock, construction and domestic service.

Maghreb immigration in Spain

The meaning of the Arab word Maghreb is ‘the place where the sunsets, that is, the 

West’. We have become accustomed to use this word to denominate the region of North 

Africa that includes the countries of Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia. 

Maghreb migration to Europe is not a new phenomenon, but began at the start of the 

XX Century. At that time it was a rural form of immigration, [almost exclusively – my 
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suggested addition] male and by general rule, temporary. But, while Europe was recovering 

from the Second World War and the economy grew, the migratory flows increased. The 

destination of the migrants was France at first, given that the three aforementioned 

countries were French colonies; but later they spread to Germany, Belgium and Holland. 

Throughout the 70s, the European countries did not need foreign labor, and for this 

reason immigration to Europe slowed down and even fell.

In Spain, this immigration was late in comparison to Europe; in fact it only started 

when the European frontiers were closed to Maghreb immigrants. That is not unusual 

because of the isolation that Spain suffered after the Second World War, and above all 

because of the self-sufficient economic model that governed the country, as well as its 

poor industrial development. 

Moroccan immigrants

The presence of Moroccans in Spain was practically inexistent until the 70s; though 

during the 60s many Spaniards (more than 2,500,000), found themselves working 

alongside Moroccans in European countries. But the tendency changed and, from the 

mid-70s onwards, the Spanish economy started to grow, and shortly afterwards, this was 

followed by developments in the political sphere. In some regions of Spain the economic 

boom was significant, particularly in Catalonia, the Basque Country and Madrid. All 

this coincided with a reduction in the flow of immigrants to European countries as 

a consequence of the oil crisis; as a result many Spaniards returned to their place of 

origin and started a new life in more prosperous regions. Moroccans also travelled from 

Germany, Holland and Belgium and crossed the Pyrenees with the intention of spending 

time in Spain while the economic situation in their host European countries improved; 

but what first appeared temporary, soon became permanent, (Gonzálvez Pérez, V., 1993 

and 1996). Catalonia was at first the preferred region of settlement, which later included 

Madrid Andalusia, Murcia, Valencia, etc.

These first groups of migrants were made up of young men, mostly single, whose 

exact number is difficult to confirm. It was only with the implementation of the 

Foreigner’s Law of 1985, and the process of regularization in 1986 as a consequence 

of the Law, that we were able to have an idea of the number of Moroccans who found 

themselves on Spanish soil. With this first regularization, around 11,200 immigrants 

were formally recognized. But it was only with the regularization of 1991 that we could 

estimate the true number of Moroccans in our country: the figure ascended to 48,600, 

with a further 10,000 applications unprocessed. From 1991 Moroccan immigration to 

Spain was increasing in a massive way, passing from more than 54.000 people in 1992, 

to 282,432 in 2002 and 717,416 in 2008, (Lopez Garcia, B. y Berrianes, M., 2005). These 
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figures do not include those who obtained Spanish nationality, and as a consequence 

stopped being considered in the statistics as immigrants when they became nationalized. 

The evolution of Moroccan immigration to Spain is reflected in graph II. 

   

 

Source: Own elaboration from INE data. (http://www.ine.es).

We have not so far spoken about ‘irregular’ immigration, that is the biggest part 

of immigration and that, as was previously mentioned, only becomes regular after a 

process of regularization. The biggest part of Moroccan immigration to Spain has been, 

is and will continue to be ‘irregular’. 

The first wave of migrants that came from Europe entered Spain by working in the 

construction and agricultural sectors in Catalonia. Later their form of entry has been 

more diverse: on some occasions they have come from the Spanish African cities of 

Ceuta and Melilla, coming to the Peninsula by crossing (hidden in lorries and cars, 

or simply hideaways) in the boats that do the Ceuta-Algeciras or Melilla-Malaga and 

Melilla-Almeria crossings. At other times they enter disguised as tourists and as a last 

resort, on small fishing boats en route to the coasts of the Canaries, Andalusia and 

Murcia, (Segrelles, J.A. y Gonzalvez, V., 1994). There are no reliable statistics available 

of the number of Moroccans who have entered Spain in this way. This is because at first 

the statistics were not collected; and then afterwards many migrants entered in a regular 

way (as tourists or temporary workers, etc.) and have become ‘irregulars’. In the same 

way many ‘irregulars’ - through the various processes of regularization - stopped being 
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defined as such. It is during these regularization processes that it has been possible to 

check, although not in an irrefutable way, the scale of this immigration (for example, 

only between 1986 and 1991, more than 45,000 people who had entered Spain in an 

‘irregular’ way were identified), (Izquierdo, A., 1996). 

At first, as we have already said, the larger part of the immigrants were young and 

single men; but progressively, women, also young and single, gradually joined then. The 

number of women increased as the years passed, until it was possible to speak, around 

the end of the 90s, of a ‘feminization’ of Moroccan immigration, (Lucas, J., 2003). The 

larger part of these women worked in domestic service and in agriculture; though it 

is also true to say that some arrived as part of family regrouping, where children also 

appeared.

The children have caused serious problems for the Spanish government because 

the state has to act as guardian if the child comes ‘unaccompanied’ to Spain, according 

to the Children’s Law (La Ley del Menor, Ley 1/1995 de 27 de enero). The number of 

‘unaccompanied children’ (MENA), has notoriously increased since the start of the 

decade. The majority of them entered in an ‘irregular’ way by crossing the frontiers of 

Ceuta and Melilla; but, from some years ago they have started to arrive in small boats 

on the coasts of Andalusia and the Canary Islands. With each passing year, the number 

of children who enter in an ‘irregular’ way on small boats continues to grow. Sometimes 

they seek to make the crossing from Morocco to Andalusia in nothing more than a toy 

dinghy. Another way of entry, that has emerged in 2008 and 2009, is that of entering 

Spain by air with an adult, generally the parents, who afterwards abandon the child 

before returning. Although this action appears to be a cruel deed, it might be argued 

that thanks to it, the children will be able to enjoy the protection of the state and the 

possibility of being able to study; it is believed that with time they will have a better 

future. Nevertheless, these presumptions are doubtful, because the child is suddenly 

left without a family, lacking knowledge of the language and culture of the host country 

and with a distinct religion. 

It is worth noting two further points: On the one hand the level of qualifications 

of the Moroccan immigrants in general is very low. Some of them barely have had any 

schooling and on occasion the men and women, like the children, are illiterate. Although 

as the years have passed this fact has diminished.

On the other hand, it is important to note where the Moroccan immigrants come 

from. At the start, the majority of them came from the region of Rif morocco. However 

in recent years there has been a growing movement of people from the country to the 

city, and cities like Fez, Casablanca, Rabat, Marrakesh, Nador, etc., have seen their 

populations increase. As a consequence of this exodus, Moroccans from the Atlantic 
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coast to the interior have also been forced to immigrate, due to the lack of growth in the 

Moroccan economy, (Pimentel, M. 2002). 

In sum, hundreds of thousands of nationals of Morocco have been obliged to leave 

their country from the 50s onwards. The first waves left for Europe, principally France. 

When the economic crisis overwhelmed them, some returned to their country of origin 

and others stayed in Spain with the hope that the economy would improve. Spain entered 

the European Union and its economy started to develop, a fact which - when linked to 

distance and the means of transport - would facilitate rapid access to the Peninsula. 

Spain is a country of immigrants, and it started to receive contingents of Moroccans; 

at first temporarily and then permanently. The entry of these groups has been in an 

irregular and massive way, perhaps due to the distinct processes of regularization there 

have been, which has forced the Spanish government to negotiate with the Moroccan 

government in order to contain and regulate the entry of their nationals into Spain, 

Marcu, S., 2007 and Palaudaris, J.M. y Serra, C., 2007). 

The immigrants of Algeria

While it is true that there are more than 700,000 Moroccans in Spain, which represent 

the largest number of immigrants from the Maghreb in the country, we also have to 

take into account other Maghrebs that are here as well. This is the case of the Algerian 

immigrants, although their weight is much less when compared with Moroccan natives. 

The immigration of Algerian natives to Spain has had three phases: The first, before 

1990, was practically imperceptible, given that involved temporary workers who came 

and went, depending on the seasonal crops. These immigrants largely came from Oran, 

where there still remained a small colony of Spaniards. The second phase, starting at the 

beginning of the 90s, was generally due to the political upheavals that the country was 

experiencing. This situation resulted in more Algerians coming to Spain; at the start as 

a place of transit and then as a country to settle in, perhaps due to the regularizations of 

1986 and 1991. A third period started in the first decade of 2000, where the attraction 

of Spain has been economic and not political; due in part to the restrictions of the other 

European countries, (Lopez, B.,1993, 1996). 

In the first period, the Algerian immigrants consisted of young men who worked as 

day workers, and for reasons of communication and distance they went to the plantations 

of Valencia, although some went on to Catalonia. Most were single young men with 

barely any qualifications. At the start of the second period and at the end of the first, 

the greatest part of the Algerians who came to Spain did so in order to continue their 

route towards Europe, but when faced with the established barriers in the industrialized 
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European countries, they started to settle in Spain. In contrast to the previous period, 

these immigrants were qualified people who were fleeing from the socio-political 

conditions in their country and in search of political asylum. In general the immigration 

tends to be of young men who come from urban areas. From 2000 onwards, this type of 

immigration started to change and now the reasons to come to Spain are economic and 

among the migrants are a growing number of women, although the majority are still 

male. They neither have qualifications nor high levels of study. More than 40% of them 

work in agriculture and the remainder work in industry, construction, domestic service, 

etc. 

The Algerians usually settle in places like Catalonia, Aragón, Madrid, Navarra, the 

Balearic Islands and, above all, in the region of Valencia, perhaps because of the maritime 

link between Oran and Valencia.

As regards their numbers, in the regularization of 1991, 2,500 Algerians were 

regularized. Throughout the 90s, the numbers of Algerian immigrants in Spain 

quadrupled; half-way through the first decade of 2000 they multiplied by 10, and in 

2008, their number ascended to almost 50,000. The growth can be seen in graph III.

  

 

   Source: Own elaboration from INE data. (http://www.ine.es).

On the other hand, there are a series of characteristics that are specifically related 

to Algerian immigration in contrast with other Maghreb. One of them is that Algerians 

do not usually arrive in small boats like Moroccan immigrants. As a general rule, among 
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those that do make the trip, they tend to buy old boats, on many occasions fishing boats, 

to make the journey. Another characteristic of note would be that in the trip from Algeria 

to the coast of Murcia, the Valencian region or the Balearic islands, there were never, 

among those on board, people of sub-Saharan origin, as has occurred on boats that have 

come from Morocco. A third difference is the posture of the Algerian authorities towards 

the illegal emigration of their nationals. In this regard - and in complete contrast to 

Morocco - the Algerian authorities have not skimped on trying to halt this type of 

emigration from the moment that it had relevance, by creating special security brigades 

to ensure that immigrants do not disembark on Spanish soil. This determination is 

more to do with ideological questions than anything else, given that it is considered a 

national humiliation and a failure that some of their youth wish to emigrate and convert 

themselves into an ‘irregular’ immigrant, (López, A., 2002). 

There are diverse ways of leaving Algeria and arriving in Spain besides those 

previously mentioned. If the journey starts in a ‘regular’ way there are three possibilities: 

One, by obtaining a consulate visa as a tourist; another by getting an invitation letter on 

behalf of a legal resident of their country in Spain - although this system is time-limited 

- and a third, by applying for family regrouping. In these cases Algerian migrants usually 

use a boat or a plane. If they decide to enter in an ‘irregular’ way to Spain, the strategy 

changes and they can arrive, as has been previously said, in a boat acquired at a high 

price; but they also can do it by crossing the frontier with Tunisia or with Morocco, 

or enter via Ceuta or Melilla, with the risk of being extradited. Finally, Algerians can 

enter by travelling as tourists to third countries like Portugal, Italy etc., and afterwards 

moving onto and settling in Spain, (Losada, T., 1993). 

Tunisian immigrants

The immigration of Tunisians to Spain is insignificant. To give some idea, before 

the regularization of 1991, there were some 80 Tunisians in a regular situation in the 

country. Very possibly, these Tunisians were diplomats, businessman, etc. With the 

regularization that took place in 1991, some ‘irregular’ immigrants emerged, arriving in 

this way to a figure of a little over 200. Their number gradually fell throughout the 90s, 

but then suddenly increased in 1998, when just over 500 people were counted. From this 

date on, the numbers continued to increase, until they reached 1,740 in 2008, (Lopez, 

B., 1993, 1996). This evolution can be seen in graph IV. 
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    Source: Own elaboration from INE data. (http://www.ine.es).

These figures are so small, in comparison with the rest of the Maghreb immigration 

to Spain, that it must be due to the fact that Tunisians prefer other destinations, such 

as France and Italy, above the old colonial metropolis. Of those Tunisians who have 

arrived on Spanish soil some are women; but very low in numbers in proportion to the 

men. In contrast to what happened with the Moroccan and Algerian contingents very 

few Tunisian immigrants work in agriculture, given that they prefer trade, industry, 

restoration (and some women in domestic service). Lastly, Tunisians usually settle 

in Spain on the Mediterranean coast; provinces such as Valencia and Barcelona are 

favorites, although there are also a significant percentage in Madrid. 

Sub-Saharan immigration 

Sub-Saharan immigration starts to become significant from 1997 onwards. In Spain 

the countries of origin are: Angola, Burkina Faso, Cabo Verde, Cameroon, Congo, Ivory 

Coast, Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Guinea Bissau, Equatorial Guinea, Kenya, Liberia Mali, 

Nigeria, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Senegal and Sierra Leon (which, except for 

the odd country, are all from Western Africa). See map I. 

It is difficult to give a description of the situation of these countries that is flattering; 

given that in synthesis, they are territories with strong demographic growth in which 

migrations from country to city are very significant, and where movements of people 

produce large areas of poverty in the main urban centres. Poverty - despite the large 

potential stock of natural resources that many of the geographical areas contain- is almost 

everywhere, because these riches are very rarely in the hands of their inhabitants. To 
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that one must add large epidemics such as AIDS, which affects a significant proportion 

of the population. Additionally, we cannot forget the wars and the conflicts, which are 

long and all-consuming. Of the 43 wars that there were in the world between 1969 and 

1990, 17 took place in one of these countries (Biafra, Nigeria, Angola, Congo, etc.). On 

the other hand, environmental change has impacted in a negative way, by producing 

great droughts that - united with the contribution of men’s actions - have caused 

deforestation, desertification and, above all for human life, the scarcity (or total lack) of 

water, the quality and accessibility of which is very poor. 

      Map I. Subsaharan countries

      

Nevertheless, despite the fact that at first it all seems homogenous; there is 

nothing further from the truth, given that heterogeneity reigns. These are countries 

with ethnic and resource problems, cultural differences, and a multitude of different 
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languages (Arabic, English, French, Portuguese, Spanish, etc.). In addition to this they 

have a common link: They are countries whose structures were built politically but not 

economically from colonial powers; put another way they are victims of imperialist 

capitalism, first from Europe, and later by North America and china. 

This description would be incomplete, if we do not add the image that these people 

have of Europe: as a land where political stability reigns, alongside democracy, as great 

economic powers that enable you to find work quickly and earn salaries that are ten, 

twenty…times above that of their countries, where culture flows and in which education 

is for all and at times free; a land in which convenience, comfort, respect for other 

people, security, healthcare, modern transport systems, technology etc., is all part of 

daily life. These are images sometimes projected by the media, (specifically television), 

and on other occasions by friends and family - who, in reality, tell what they have seen 

but on many occasions have not lived. 

All these factors push men, women and children to begin a journey of migration 

towards Europe and specifically to Spain. But for those who want to get to Spain the 

path is not easy, given that independently of where their journey starts, they have to 

cross Mauritania, Morocco or Algeria and then, take a great leap to cross the ocean or 

the sea, which is their last chance of salvation. The route through Mauritania towards 

Morocco is very dangerous. The journey to Algeria goes to Maghnia, and then to Oujda 

in Morocco. Through Mauritania or Algeria, the trip can be made by foot or in jeeps, and 

when this is not possible in trucks or by other means of locomotion. Many migrants stop 

along the route to work and earn money to survive, pay the transport that they have to 

take or pay the mafias who they need to help them with the journey in some form. But 

there are also many others who start the journey, but who never finish it. They cover 

distances of 3,000, 4,000 or even 8,000 kilometers, which can represent a journey of up 

to three years. The most fortunate start out in a plane from their countries of origin and 

fly up to Casablanca. But in the end, they find the same hardships as their colleagues 

who enter Morocco by land, given that they do not know how much time they will have 

to wait to cross the sea or ocean, or to find their way around the police security of the 

Spanish cities of Ceuta or Melilla. 

In first place, the migrants have to search for and pay the people who possess the 

means to transport them to Spain. In second place, since the imposing new fences have 

been constructed, they have to find people who help them pass or jump over the barriers, 

with all the injuries that that might entail. Alternatively, they can spend some months or 

years in Morocco, with the possibility of being captured and sent back to their country of 

origin. Lastly, they can cross the sea - which is a very dangerous crossing and where the 

number of victims increases year after year - although in recent years in the majority of 
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cases, they are discovered and by general rule, repatriated. Those that enter European 

territory by Ceuta or Melilla, if they are not expelled, can live badly in these cities 

during a year, two or even more, until it is decided to transfer them to the Peninsula or 

definitively deny them entry and expel them.

However, there is a further option, which is for the immigrants to depart one of 

the sub-Saharan countries in a boat, (normally called canoes or dugouts) and make the 

cramped crossing to the Canary Islands, where they usually arrive dehydrated or with 

hypothermia, in the best of cases, and are then usually detained by the police; or wander 

around the islands until they are returned to their countries or transferred to Spain. The 

solution to travel to the Canary Islands from one of the sub-Saharan countries is taken 

because of the increased security in the Gibraltar Straits, (SIVE, Frontex, etc.) and the 

new height of the fence (nine meters), new systems of detection, and the construction of 

a three-dimensional toe-rope [sirga – Please check my translation] in the centre of Ceuta 

and Melilla’s fences; without forgetting the recent [suggest add: additional] collaboration 

of the Moroccan authorities. For information on the routes, see map II. 

Map II. The routes
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These immigrants, ‘irregulars’ as a general rule, are usually male, although there are 

some females, aged between 24 and 26, with a very low level of education or training, 

who in their majority come from the countryside and from very numerous and poor 

families. But as time passes, more women have started to arrive, some of them pregnant 

and, above all, young. Their ages range from 15 or 16 to 42. Their level of education has 

got better, and some of them are even graduates. In proportion, around 2/5 have a very 

good level of education and are highly skilled, while 3/5 of them lack education or have 

a very low level. The evolution of the numbers who have managed to regularize their 

situation in Spain can be seen in table 1.

Table I. Subsaharans immigrants in Spain. 1998-2008

Country/Year 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008

Angola 700 703 801 928 990 1118 1168 1291 1328 1421 1603

Burkina F. 52 91 110 183 208 301 311 479 522 635 709

Cabo Verde 2691 2628 2052 2021 2051 2037 2143 2278 2350 2630 2962

Cameroon 442 714 784 843 1100 1288 1532 2358 2612 3025 3349

Congo 32 239 200 225 300 387 355 532 531 606 912

Ivory Coast 119 206 254 326 376 492 552 956 1042 1340 1551

Gambia 6969 8524 8840 9318 10384 11329 12834 15830 16177 18538 19866

Ghana 755 1325 1837 2641 3272 4312 4633 8715 8989 10336 10249

Guinea 680 890 1432 1802 2165 2734 3151 5069 5238 6404 6993

Guinea B. 943 1698 1907 1982 2094 2452 2424 3212 3228 3828 5298

Guinea E. 3158 3404 4507 4063 5489 6032 6721 7616 7797 8663 9278

Kenya 185 236 245 278 312 352 403 419 483 569 696

Liberia 487 495 484 335 317 326 315 315 301 309 1067

Mali 1189 2281 1863 2785 3196 3896 4465 10902 11187 12964 13737

Nigeria 1464 4214 3292 5111 6996 9721 11248 17338 19074 23524 22649

R. D. Congo 602 619 674 704 853 978 1149 1346 1530 1668 1565

Senegal 6657 7744 11051 11553 14765 16889 19343 27678 28560 33217 34013

Sierra Leon 337 521 577 553 549 590 575 618 600 626 1630

Source: Own elaboration from INE data. (http://www.ine.es).

The table collects together the main nationalities, but there are other African 

countries that maintain nationals in Spanish territory. As can be seen the largest number 
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of sub Saharans come from Senegal, followed by Nigerians, natives from Gambia, Mali, 

Ghana and Equatorial Guinea. All have become regular immigrants, thanks to successive 

regularizations. As a rule, they try to pass unnoticed and work in agriculture; sometimes 

as permanent and at other times as temporary workers. We also find them in trade, 

restoration, construction and in other economic sectors. 

These immigrants usually settle near to the Mediterranean coast, in the large cities 

like Madrid or Barcelona, although it is not rare to find them in the interior of the 

country, where they work in seasonal agriculture: for example in Jaen and Cordoba in 

the collection of olives, La Mancha and Rioja during the grape harvest, Extremadura in 

the collection of tobacco leaves, etc.

One last point to deal with is the fight against the entry of ‘irregular’ immigrants of 

Maghreb or sub-Saharan origin in Spain. It is worth making two points clear: the first is 

that, with exceptions, the immigrants who arrive in the country come from old anglophile 

or francophile colonies, which means that they have not had contact with Spanish 

culture and customs and, secondly, that in the fight against ‘irregular’ immigration, 

Spain continues to apply the guidelines and criteria of the European Union, as a member 

country that also relies on their support. 

From 2006 onwards, after the so-called ‘avalanches’ and ‘assaults’ of the fences of the 

autonomous cities of Ceuta and Melilla, the number of immigrants of sub-Saharan and 

Maghreb origin who have entered Spain in an ‘irregular’ way have gradually diminished. 

To that one has to add the experience of Frontex, who from 2006 to 2008 has doubled 

the amount of investment in Africa and the SIVE (or Integrated Exterior Security 

System) which has now appeared in Algeciras, Fuerteventura, Malaga, Ceuta, Granada 

and partially in Cadiz in 2004, and that in 2008 spread to Huelva, Murcia, the Canary 

Islands and finished in Cadiz. In 2009, the SIVE has grown to include Valencia, Alicante 

and the Balearic Islands. On the other hand, the European Union has financed, since 

2006, through the AENEAS programme, SEAHORSE or the Network of Information 

Exchange, (that is a network of safety communication via satellite between Spain, 

Portugal, Mauritania, Senegal and Cabo Verde; in 2009 several new countries were 

added: Morocco, Gambia and Guinea Bissau). Along the same lines, the number of police 

on these frontiers has increased and the reinforcement of the collaboration between the 

Spanish police and the countries of origin of the immigrants has taken place. 
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   Source: Own elaboration from Ministry of the Interior data. (http://www.mir.es).

 

The official data from the Spanish Ministry of the Interior appears to confirm the 

reduction in arrivals to our coasts of ‘irregular’ immigrants, using boats. As one can see 

in Graph V, the biggest figures correspond to 2006, after the events in Ceuta and Melilla 

the previous year. Since that date the tendency of the curves has been to fall, to a point 

in which between 2006 and 2008 entries to the Canary Islands reduced by 71%, and by 

43.4% in the Peninsula and Balearic Islands. 

On the other hand, for the last year that we have data, that is, 2008, ‘irregular’ 

immigrants from 29 countries were repatriated. The repatriations to Mali, Nigeria, 

Mauritania and Guinea Conakry were particularly significant; but were less than those 

to Morocco and Senegal. By way of reflection, we quote from an article by Raquel 

Rodríguez , (2009), entitled “The reality of African immigration”:

 “One only has to “lift up the rug” to see what multinationals are doing on 
the African continent. Lift the rug and see that France - a member of the 
EU and a proponent together with other countries of the fight against 
illegal immigration – has in Senegal a multinational that manufacturers 
dugout boats of “good quality” with wood exported from Gabon. Perhaps 
one can understand why the boats from Senegal are of good wood and 
not of fibre, like those that leave from Mauritania. The boats, say the 
Area of Security and Defense, have been adapted to increase the capacity 
and autonomy of the dugouts that come from Senegal. This is logically 
incompatible with the fight against the ‘illegals’ of the aforementioned 
country, but little can be done, or rather there is little that people want 
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to do to put the breaks on this multinational incoherence. There is visible 
complicity and corruption on behalf of many sectors linked to immigration 
from sub-Saharan Africa. When one speaks of the illegal traffic of people 
through the mafias of immigration one cannot make a profound analysis 
of ‘why?’ or of who is behind these mafias. The mafias are sustained by 
power, and not only by the power of the countries of origin of the migrants, 
but rather by the power of the states of the first world, that ‘turn a blind 
eye’ to whatever is convenient to them, whenever it is about economic 
gain”.
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