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INTRODUCTION: 

This paper is aimed to analyse migration in Spain as a destination country. Since the late 80s, when 
Spain has ceased to be a country of emigration, it has always been a country of immigration, with a 
negative trend only in the period 2012 - 2015. It is possible to underline two main reasons: its 
geographical location and its cultural and linguistic heritage. Spain is the European country closest to 
North Africa: it is only 13 km at the Strait's narrowest point between Point Marroquí in Spain and Point 
Cires in Morocco; it is also one of the few countries facing the Atlantic Ocean. Furthermore, its past as 
an imperial colony has brought both the Spanish language and traditions to almost all of South 
America, thus transforming Spain into the most chosen European country by South American 
immigrants. However, it is important not to forget all those Europeans who decide to move to Spain. 
Also in this case the reasons are different but its geographical position, its climate and its living 
conditions certainly play a fundamental role. For example, there are many people, especially retired, 
who choose this destination as a place to spend the last years of life. 
  
This paper, focused on 2019 - with some data on 2020 - and the previous 10 years (2009-2019) is 
structured as explained below: firstly, the population, its growth and its percentage of migrants will be 
analysed; secondly the flows of migrants, their composition by sex, age, country of birth and reason to 
migrate; thirdly there will be a focus on refugees; finally, the employment and integration situation of 
migrants will be taken into consideration.  
 
The report is mainly based on Eurostat Database and World Bank Database.  
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STOCK TOTAL POPULATION 2020 

Spain is the second European country for surface area, but it is only the fourth for population. A 
population is a group of individuals living in a particular country in a specific time1. According to 
the Eurostat Database, on 1st January 2020, have been estimated 47,332,614 people in Spain. 

STOCK OF MIGRANTS IN THE LAST 10 YEARS 

Migrant stocks are based on "the total number of international migrants present in a given country at a 
particular point in time" (UN SD, 2017: 9). An international migrant is defined as “any person who 
changes his or her country of usual residence” (UN DESA, 1998); is a person born in a country other 
than that in which he/her lives, it also includes refugees2. United Nations data on these stocks are based 
mostly on the country’s population that is born abroad, and on holding a foreign citizenship (UN DESA 
2020a: 5; UN SD, 2017)3. Once the definition of “stock of migrants” is understood, it is possible to 
analyse the case of Spain.  

The table [table 1] and the chart [figure 1] represent the stock of migrants in Spain in the last 10 years 
with a distinction between European migrants, non-European migrants, and those who are stateless - so 
few that they are not visible in the graph. No data were available prior to 2014 for Europeans and non-
European migrants. During the last 10 years, the number of migrants living in Spain remained 
essentially stable, it is just possible to notice a little decrease until 2016 and a new increase in the 
following years. In 2010, in Spain there were 5’386’659 foreign people, and they were 5’226’906 in 
2020.  

 
Figure 1 

 
1 https://dictionary.cambridge.org/it/dizionario/inglese/population 
2 https://www.indexmundi.com/facts/indicators/SM.POP.TOTL 
3 https://migrationdataportal.org/themes/international-migrant-stocks 
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Table 1 

Source: Eurostat Database [migr_pop1ctz];   [migr_pop3ctb] 

IMMIGRANT STOCK BY CATEGORY (sex, age, country of birth and reason for migration) 

1. Immigration stock - sex and age 

The graph [figure 2] shows the immigration stock by sex and age in 2020.We can observe that the older 
the immigrants were (from 55-59 upwards) the higher the number of women were entering Spain. 
From the age groups below from (age 0-54) the number of men is higher. Furthermore, we can 
observe that the majority of immigrants, female and male, in 2020 are between 20-50 years old. 

 
Figure 2 

Source: Eurostat - Data Explorer (europa.eu) 
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2. Immigration stock - country of birth 
 
The graph [figure 3] shows the immigration stock by country of birth from 2013 to 2019. We can 
notice that there has been an increase throughout the years from immigrants coming outside the 
European Union. From 2013 there has been an increase from 174,137 to 586,992 people in 2019, 
while the number of immigrants from EU-countries has always been below the numbers of non-EU 
immigrants. Furthermore, we can notice that the numbers do not only differentiate by a couple of 
thousands but there has always been a major difference of around 100.000 people leaving the 
immigrants coming from non-EU countries leading always the top. 

 
Figure 3 

Source: Eurostat - Data Explorer (europa.eu) 
 

3. Immigration stock - reason for migration: 

The graph [figure 4] shows the immigration flow by reason for migration from 2010 to 2019, 
while the reason for migration is divided into family, education, remunerated activities and others. 
We can notice that leading the top among the reasons for migration are family reasons, followed by 
remunerated activities in most of the years, and education coming at the last reason after not more 
specifically defined other reasons for migration. Furthermore, we can notice a big difference 
between the reason for family for migration and the other reasons, which shows us that the majority 
of immigrants entering Spain do so because of family reasons. 
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Figure 4 

Source: [migr_resfirst]4 
 

POPULATION GROWTH 

Demography 

In 2020, the total population reached 47,332,614 people. The two graphs [figure 5] and [figure 6] 
presents the demographic development of the Spanish population last year, displaying a slow 
growth and a slightly higher life expectancy for women. From 2012 the population growth has 
experienced a decrease until 2016, when it starts growing rapidly, due to the increase in the 
immigration flows as a consequence of the Syrian crisis. 

 
Figure 5

 
4 https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tps00170/default/table?lang=en 
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Figure 6 
Source of data: Eurostat [DEMO_GIND] 

FLOWS OF MIGRANTS IN THE LAST 10 YEARS 

The graph [figure 7] shows that in 2013 the number of outflow migrants was high, in 2014 it started 
to decrease. In 2016 there is a growth of inflow migrants until 2019. 

 
Figure 7
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Figure 8 

Source: Eurostat Database [demo_grind] 

 
IMMIGRATION FLOW (sex, age, country of birth and reason for migration) 

The graph [figure 9] shows the immigration flow by reason for migration from 2010 to 2019, the 
reason for migration is divided into four main groups: family, education, remunerated activities, 
and others (asylum, climate migrants). We can notice that leading the family reasons, followed by 
remunerated activities in most of the years. Starting from 2015 education is increasing, other 
motivations are increasing in starting from 2018. Furthermore, we can notice a big difference 
between the reason for family for migration and the other reasons, which shows us that the 
majority of immigrants entering Spain do so because of family reasons. 

 
Figure 9    
Source of data: Eurostat [MIGR_RESFIRST]
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Figure 10 

 
Figure 11 
 

Source: Eurostat database [migr_imm3ctb] 
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TOTAL NUMBER OF REFUGEES (asylum seekers, sex, age) 

Asylum and first time applicants by age and sex: age 

The graphics below [figure 12] show the asylum applicants and the first time asylum applicants in 
Spain. It is possible to acknowledge how the asylum requests have changed in the first decade of 
2010s, by dividing the data by age of the applicants. It is shown that the numbers have increased 
since 2015, following the so-called “refugee crisis” that affected the Mediterranean and the EU; 
particularly by observing the age of the applicants, we can see how the majority of the asylum 
seekers were in a working age, particularly the group from 18 to 64. We can also see an increase in 
2019, following the worsening of the geopolitical refugee crisis5. 

 
Figure 12 

 

Table 2 

Source: Eurostat6 [migr_asyappctza]  

 
5 https:/www.unhcr.org/globaltrends2019/ 
6 https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/submitViewTableAction.do 
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Figure 13 

 

 
Table 3 

Source: Eurostat7 [migr_asyappctza] 
 
From that year on, a new route has become more important as a way to enter the European Union borders: 
the one that goes through the Canary Islands. Migrants depart from West Africa, notoriously from Morocco, 
Western Sahara, Mauritania, Senegal and Gambia. If we take into consideration 2019 and 2020 data at our 
disposal thanks to a UNHCR report8, we can see how this flow has increased since the previous years. 

 
7 https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/submitViewTableAction.do 
8 https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/mediterranean/location/5226 
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Figure 14 

 
Figure 15 

 

 

 



14 
 

Asylum and first-time applicants by age and sex: sex 

The graphic [figure 16] shows the number of males and females’ applicants in Spain in the first 
decade of the 2010s. It shows how the numbers are not so distant from one sex to another, that is 
because of the frequency of family reunifications, which is the main channel of entrance in Europe. 
As a European Commission study reports: “Family reunification in Spain has changed from being a 
mere consequence of labor migration to being a substantive channel, one of the major sources of 
new immigrant arrivals. The interest in and the importance of studying this specific entry channel 
is a result of its strong increase and the implications that it has in various areas, particularly 
integration, education and employment. With regard to current legislation on family reunification, 
current immigration legislation addresses this concept based on the content of Directive 
2003/86/EC. Accordingly, in general terms, a foreign national who has resided in Spain for one year 
has the right to reunite with the members of his/her family. In order to do so, he/she must have 
sufficient financial resources and suitable accommodation. In Spain, the requirements do not 
include integration measures”9. 

 
Figure 16 

 
Table 4 

Source: Eurostat10  
 

9 https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/default/files/26a_spain_family_reunification_final_en.pdf 
10 https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/submitViewTableAction.do 
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SHARE OF REFUGEES ON TOTAL MIGRATION 

This graph [figure 17] shows how many of the migrants are refugees. Of the total 750 480 
migrants entering Spain only 8 percent have come as refugees. The share of refugees on total 
migration is 8%. The data is collected from The World Bank and Eurostat database. 
 

 
Figure 17 

 Spain Source 

 
Total migration 

 
750 480 

 
migr_imm3ctb 

 
 

Refugees 

 
 

57 751 

 
https://databank.worldbank.org/reports.aspx?source=2&series 
=SM.POP.REFG&country=ESP#advancedDownloadOptions 

Table 5 

 

 

MIGRANTS INTEGRATION INDICATORS EMPLOYMENT AND UNEMPLOYMENT 

In Spain migrants have equal rights like Spanish citizens, the necessary condition in the field of work for 
non-EU workers is that they have to obtain the work permit. Spain is characterized by a high rate of 
undeclared work, because there are still many foreigners without adequate permits. Here below are shown 
unemployment [figure 18] and employment [figure 19] by sex, age and country of birth (%), official data 
from Eurostat [figure 18] and [figure 19].  
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Figure 18 

Unemployment rates by country of birth (%) age from 15 to 74. 

Source: EUROSTAT [lfsa_urgacob] 

 

 
Figure 19 

Employment rates by country of birth (%) age from 15 to 74. 

Source: EUROSTAT [lfsa_ergacob] 
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As we can observe in the graphs [figure 20] and [figure 21], in the last 10 years, male unemployment rate 
is higher than the female ones. As we can see, the trend shows that the maximum level of unemployment 
was reached in 2013 with 40% (male unemployment rate [figure 20]), especially for migrants from non-EU 
countries. From 2013 to 2019 the unemployment rate has been falling. The 2020 data are not yet available to 
see the change   due to the pandemic from Covid-19. 

 
Figure 20 

 
Figure 21 

Unemployment rates by sex and country of birth (%) (2010-2019) age from 15 to 74. 

Source: EUROSTAT [lfsa_urgacob]
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The trend of the last 10 years of employment between males [figure 23] and females [figure 22] 
shows that male employment is higher compared to female ones. The lowest employment rate was 
reached in 2013, especially for migrants from non-EU countries. From 2013 onwards, it can be 
noted that the employment rate is growing [figure 22] and [figure 23], but even in this case it will 
be necessary to wait for the updated data of 2020 to understand the most recent trend. 

 
Figure 22 

 
Figure 23 

Employment rates by sex and country of birth (%) (2010-2019) age from 15 to 74.  

Source : EUROSTAT [lfsa_ergacob] 
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