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Abstract

Impact of migratory control through Schengen 
visa on Latin American migration toward Spain

In this article we examine the effects of 
immigration control using visa requirement 
on the Latin Americans flows into Spain. By 
analyzing data from the Residential Variation 
Statistics, this paper argues that fluctuations in 
the number of immigrants’ flows not necessarily 
occur according to the control policy of the 
receiving country. Furthermore, it suggests 
that the requirement of visa to certain Latin 
American nationalities for entry into Spain had 
different impacts on these movements and on its 
sociodemographic characteristics over the years, 
specifically on age and sex structures.

Key words: Spain, international migration, 
Latin-American population, immigrant  flows, 
immigration control.

Resumen

Este artículo examina los efectos de los controles 
a la inmigración a través del requisito de visado 
a los flujos de latinoamericanos a España. A 
través de los datos disponibles de las Estadísticas 
de Variaciones Residenciales (del INE), se 
argumenta que las fluctuaciones en el número de 
flujos de extranjeros no necesariamente ocurren 
según lo esperado por la política de control 
del país de destino. Además, se demuestra que 
los requisitos para el visado a determinadas 
nacionalidades tienen diferente impacto sobre 
estos movimientos y sobre las características 
sociodemográficas de aquéllos que llegan a 
España, especialmente en su estructura por sexo 
y edad.

Palabras clave: España, migración internacional, 
población latinoamericana, flujos de inmigrantes, 
control de la inmigración. 

The impact of requesting Schengen visa 
on Latin American migration toward 

Spain*

he repeatedly expressed desire to select and restrict migration flows 
arriving to the different countries of the European Union has been 
embodied in the effort to unify the still disperse communitarian policy T

regarding  migration. The Schengen Treaty, signed in 1985 by the first five 
members can be considered as one harmonizing initiative, being the request of 
visas one of its foundations (Zaiotti, 2007), this in coordination with the Schengen 
Information System that aims at establishing a database that allows controlling 
the so called inadmissible foreigners, together with those requesting asylum 

*This text is part of the project called I+D Comportamientos sociodemográficos diferenciales e integración 
social de la población inmigrada y de sus descendientes en España (CSO2008-04778/SOCI), directed 
by Ph. D. Andreu Domingo and funded by the Ministry of Science and Innovation  by means of Plan 
Nacional de I+D+I 2008-2011, and is part of the Ph. D. thesis developed by Daniela Vono.
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(EURODAC) (Guiraudon, 2003). Both, the justification behind the request of a 
Schengen visa and the hardening of the decision enforcement have been related to 
the increase in its irregularity in different countries, (Castles, 2004); having made 
neither an assessment of its effectiveness nor of its impact on the volume and 
sociodemographic characteristics of the flows after its enforcement. There is no 
doubt that when the European Union policymakers enquire on the effects of the 
control on the international migration flows (how to choose them and above all 
how to restrict them), the par excellence paradigm is the U. S. – Mexico border. 
Once the example is established, the consciousness of legislators and experts is 
inevitably covered by the shadow of the increase in the irregularity in the process 
of readaptation of the flows to the new methods of control that are proposed, a 
fact that has been demonstrated and broadly accepted on both sides of the border 
(Castillo and Santibáñez, 2007; Massey, Durand, and Malone, 2002; Massey 
and Capoferro, 2004, Cornelius and Rosenblum, 2005). However, that paradigm 
seems to suit more in the case of the immigration that comes from the African 
continent and to the transformation of the Mediterranean in a space of border 
control. Does the same occur in the case of Latin American flows to Europe?

Spain’s experience with regard to the Latin American flows can be considered 
a case of high interest due to several reasons: firstly because of the outstanding 
role of this country in the increase of the flows that arrived to the European 
Union during the XXI century (the first in the EU, with 314,000 entries in 2007); 
secondly, because precisely the flows from Latin America have experienced this 
outstanding increase along with those coming from the countries of the East, 
even though this has occured to a lesser extent (the entries of Latin Americans 
during 2000 and 2007 exceeded 1.8 million people, which represented 38 percent 
of the total of arrivals of foreigners into Spain), and in third place, because it has 
been the request of the Schengen visa the main, however not the only, instrument 
used to control these flows. This way, the study of the demographic impact of the 
request of Schengen visa on the Latin American citizens that migrate to Spain that 
we aim to perform in this paper is a contribution both, to the comprehension of 
the migration processes between Latin America and Spain that have taken place 
in recent years, and to the insufficient relationship explored between legislation 
and demography. Our starting hypothesis based on previous explorations of more 
general nature (Domingo and Vono, 2007), consider as a general context that the 
abundance of migratory flows and the effectiveness of the request of visa are 
subject to both, the communitarian policy and the ups and downs of the policy 
and economy of the different countries subject of the request. We then considered 
that the announcement of the request of the visa in the nationalities where these 
were recent or did not exist, moved up the migration flows. In third place, once 
the request of the visa came into effect, the flows in fact decreased, always beyond 
those that were mentioned before the announcement. And, lastly, that the request 
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of the visa on the already known migration currents selected the flows, limiting 
them to those resulting from the policy that aims at reuniting immigrant families 
and, therefore, changing their structure in a considerable way.

In order to achieve these objectives and to prove these hypotheses in the 
demographic field, we have started with the analysis of the entrance flows from 
Spain collected by Stats of Residential Variations (EVR) developed by the 
National Statistics Institute based on the municipal registers provided by the 
city councils. Although we have already mentioned that the acceleration of the 
migration movements occurs since 2000, years previous up to 1988 (the first one 
in which the nationality is requested) are integrated in the analysis, this is so in 
order to establish comparative data between the older and more recent flows, 
both in intensity and composition, as well as in the calendar. Before analyzing 
the statistical sources, two introductory parts will be presented, the first is related 
to the legislation on the regulation of flows to Spain, and the second, to the 
characteristics of the source that was used, the already mentioned EVR. And then, 
after a general description of the place that the Latin American flows occupy in 
comparison to the rest, we will analyze the migration flows of the main Latin 
American countries which are subject to Schengen visa; this according to date and 
volume, firstly the most recent and numerous, corresponding to the Ecuadorians 
and Colombians, and then, the oldest and less numerous now, corresponding to 
Peruvians, Dominicans and Cubans.

Regulation of flows and request of visa for Spain

As it has been mentioned above, the visa restrictions enforced on citizens from 
specific countries and regarding their mobility towards other States is one of the 
current and most important mechanisms to control migration flows (Neumayer, 
2006). In the framework of the State Members of the European Union, the system 
that imposes the request of the visa is regulated by the norms of Schengen Space. 
In Spain, the common Schengen norm regulates the visa system to enter in the 
country since March 1994 (Convey and Kupiszewski, 1995 and 1996; Álvarez, 
2003). Starting in 1999, the Schengen norm is incorporated to the legal system 
of the European Union, specifically through protocols attached to the Treaty of 
Amsterdam, thus becoming part of the set of communitarian measures to control 
its borders (Zaiotti, 2007). 

The addition of third nations to the list of countries whose citizens shall 
request the Schengen visa to enter in the member countries is a legislative 
procedure of co-decision, which requires a vote from the Council being necessary 
to have a qualified majority with simple consultation, according to the Section 3 
of the article 67 of the Treaty on European Union, the legal base, according to 
the decision-making procedures. Before the general enforcement of Schengen 
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visa to Latin Americans, we found that Spain already requested a visa to the 
citizens from countries of the Maghreb, this since 15th May, 1991. Such a request, 
which directly affected Moroccans, the most numerous flow in Spain by then, 
corresponds partly to the commitments acquired in the Conference on Security 
and Co-operation in Europe CSCE and with the Mediterranean, in keeping with 
the communitarian security and foreign policies.

Regarding the flows from Latin America, until 1999, when the first countries 
are included in the Schengen list, only those nationals from Peru (since 1992) 
and from the Dominican Republic (since 1993) needed a tourist visa to enter 
into Spain; it allowed them to remain the country for three months under this 
condition.1 From that year on, 1999, both countries were included in the list of 
countries that need a visa to have permission to enter in the set of signatories of 
the Schengen space; this occurred also in the case of Cuba (see table 1). 

Not only did the openness for most of the nationals of other countries allowed 
the entry of tourists as such, it also enabled those who did not fulfill the necessary 
requirements to obtain a visa for a temporal or permanent stay, and they could 
remain in an irregular condition, that is, persons with an irregular status due to an 
administrative cause (Moya, 2006). In March 2001 the Council Regulation (EC) 
No 539/2001 was published,2 and came into effect on April 1st of that same year. 
It added Colombia to the list of countries subject to visa for the Schengen space; 
however, in practice, the measure did not come into force until January 1st 2002. 
The request of a visa in the case of Ecuadorians, on the other hand, entered into 
force in August, 2003.

In theory, the request of a visa supposes a higher control on the number of 
immigrants and supposes a decrease in the flows towards Spain as well as a 
higher selectiveness of them, which, in other words, would favor the entrance 
of legal immigrants (Durán, 2003). Remarkable in table 1 is the number of Latin 
American countries that are still exempt from the obligation of a visa to enter 
in the Schengen space, this occurs in both, its number, highly above the rest of 
the developing regions, and in the migration potential that could be supposed on 
them, given the size of their population and their historical and demographic ties 
with Spain, derived from the Spanish emigration to those countries.

Lastly, it is worth highlighting that the Schengen legislation itself is focused 
on the security topic (Kirişci, 2005; Cygan, 2004; Huysmans, 2000). It definitely 
is the Schengen “security syndrome”, which in the Community Code, art. 5, sets 
the requirements to obtain a visa or to be admitted in the Schengen Space for 
people who: 

1 Despite the fact that Spain requested visa to Peruvians and Dominicans, the anual flows have been 
altered by the norm and continued increasing in a very stable way throughout the decade.
2 Regulation (CE) no. 539/2001 of the Council, from March 15th, 2001, which establishes the list of third 
countries whose nationals are subject to the visa obligation to cross the exterior borders and the list of 
third countries whose citizens are exempt from these obligation.
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(e) [...] are not considered to be a threat to public policy, internal security, public 
health or the international relations of any of the Member States, in particular where 
no alert has been issued in Member States’ national data bases for the purposes of 
refusing entry on the same grounds.

which gives us the notion of the true nature of the imposition behind the requesting  
of a visa: dangerousness.

Statistics of residential variations 

It is necessary to describe the characteristics and limitations of the source used 
in Spain in order to analyze the flows. The Statistics of Residential Variation 
(EVR) developed by the National Statistics Institute is based on the registrations 
and departures registered in each municipality. This annual statistics series 
collects nationality since 1988, having as date of reference 31st December of the 
corresponding year; it also collects gender, age and place of origin (the country 
in the case of a foreigner and municipality in the case of a Spanish). Individual 
movements are not related to each other, and neither is it possible to recognize 
those performed by a single person in one year.

TABLE 1
COUNTRIES THAT REQUIRE A VISA TO ENTER INTO SCHENGEN SPACE 

AND COUNTRIES THAT DO NOT REQUIRE VISA, 2007

(1): free from visa as of the coming into force of visa exemption by the European Community 
and the country.
Source: common list of third party countries whose citizens are required a visa in the Member 
States subject to (CE) N. 539/2001, modified by (CE) N. 2414/2001, by (CE) N. 453/2003 and 
by (CE) N. 1932/2006; common list of third party countries whose citizens are not required a 
visa to enter into the Member States subject to Reglamento (CE) N. 539/2001, modified by (CE) 
N. 2414/2001, by (CE) N. 453/2003 and by (CE) N. 1932/2006, COM(2006) 568 final, report of 
the Commission to European Parliament and the Council on the persistence of non-reciprocity 
with determinate third party countries in visa exemption.  

Cuba (abril de1999) Argentina Antigua y Barbuda (1) Andorra Mauricio (1)
Peru (abril de 1999) Brasil Bahamas (1) Australia Seychelles (1)
Rep. Dominicana (abril de1999) Chile Barbados (1) Brunei
Colombia (enero de 2002) Costa Rica San Cristóbal y Nieves (1) Canadá
Ecuador (agosto de 2003) El Salvador Corea del Sur
Bolivia (abril de 2007) Honduras Croacia

Guatemala Estados Unidos
México Israel
Nicaragua Japón
Panamá Malasia
Paraguay Mónaco
Uruguay Nueva Zelanda
Venezuela San Marino

Santa Sede
Singapur

Países a cuyos nacionales no se
exige visado - demás países

Países latinoamericanos a cuyos 
nacionales se exige visado 

Países a cuyos nacionales no se
exige visado - América Latina y el Caribe

Required visa Non-required visa Non-required visa other 
countries 

CHART 1 
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The registration which results in the civil registration does not coincide with 
the date of arrival to the country; in fact, the attitude of the foreigners, but also 
of the local administration itself, towards civil registration has considerably 
changed in time. Before 1996, the recording were systematically underestimated 
and they could occur having a long period of time between them, this was due 
to several reasons derived from the legal situation of the foreign migrant or from 
the migration process itself. The main reason for this was the concern from the 
migrants that their listing in the Register (a statistic of administrative nature 
and, hence, not subject to statistical secrecy, could be used to locate them and 
to possibly expel them from the country due to their irregular situation). In this 
regard, the practice of the local administration itself was absolutely arbitrary, 
and each municipality or even each government employee enforced a different 
criterion to accept the civil registration of a person with a foreign nationality.

The second cause for the under-registration, but above all for the delay in 
performing it, tended to be the settlement migration process itself: migrants 
expected to register in a municipality once they considered to have a more stable 
situation; so that the first register could occur long after the real entrance to the 
country, and they also could occur in a municipality that is different to the one 
where the first residence took place; consequently, several real movements within 
the Spanish territory remained unknown. The situation changed in 1996, when the 
change in the Reglamento de la Ley de Bases de Régimen Local (the Act regulating 
the basics of the legal regime of local public administrations) establishes that the 
foreign migrants have the right to register regardless of their legal situation in 
the country; likewise, the civil registration is especially linked to the right for 
the Health Card and to the access to the municipal social services in general. If 
one adds to that the fact that the civil registration is a document used to prove the 
years that a foreigner has lived in Spain, in the case of the regularization, we then 
understand why from that date on, the attitude and the practices of the migrants 
(frequently influenced by the NGO’s and the unions) have deeply changed.3

In this regard, in all regulation processes carried out, the municipal 
register represents the key to have access to the fundamental rights4 and to the 
3 The rigourosness of the first Organic Law 7/1985 on rights and liberties of aliens, in which there were 
not mechanisms of selective and ordinary regularization that allow estimating exceptional situations 
caused an over-dimensioning those gaps of the legal framework that provided the foreigner in irregular 
situation with an institutional profile, although it is minimal: this, the value of the civil registration was 
confused with a kind of support for the ordinary regularization of documents for some time.  
4 In this communication, the importance is focused in education: the current art. 9 of the Organic Law 
4/2000 and following reforms overtly recognizes the right of the education of all foreign children younger 
than 18: such right is granted through the obligatory schooling in the network of centers aimed at that 
goal. The requirements both in terms of education and municipal and autonomic administration, so as 
to determine the adequate center, demand the civil registration of the child. Regarding health, there has 
been a historical social deficit that affected foreigners who lacked legal documents in Spain and required 
health assistance. Said situation was tackled through the Organic Law 4/2000 in its art. 16, related to 
civil registration. The social arraigo: one of the most significant improvements that were introduced 
by the Organic Law 4/2000 was to include at a legal level the term arraigo (a restriction order): such 
term had been virtually a consuetudinary creation, which eventually acquired legal status through the 
jurisprudence of Courts.
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regularization,5 because although the Spanish State has exclusive authority in 
terms of nationality, immigration, emigration, immigration law and right of 
asylum, according to art. 149.2 of the Constitution, with the exception of the 
competences delegated, there is, however, a function that is clearly related to 
the Local Administration: the social integration, derived from the Organic Law 
4/2000 of the rights and liberties of the foreigners in Spain and their social 
integration, modified by the organic laws 8/2000 and 14/2003, that have as obliged 
reference the most recent and important Constitutional Court,6 which recognizes 
a significant part of the fundamental rights – constitutional – to all the foreigners 
who are in Spain, regardless of their administrative situation in the State. It is this 
way that immigrants relate to the municipality under the “neighbor” condition. 
Immigrants, who live in a municipality to which they have never belonged create 
almost instinctively and immediately primary networks of friendship, familiarity 
and nationality where links are stronger towards the group, but very weak towards 
the place where they live; hence, that coexistence is developed with mixed rules – 
on the one hand, those from their own culture and on the other those imposed by 
the receiving society; resulting in a fragile equilibrium.7

There is improvement in both the coverage of the register and the time that 
passed between the entrance to the country and the moment in which they 
registered. In fact, on some occasions the opposite phenomenon was found; the 
overestimation of the registers, partly due to the atypical duplications and to the 
false civil registrations in general that are linked to the possibility of a future 
regularization. On the other hand, the performance of the municipal statistical 
services continued directing the statistical visibility of the entrances, given the 
fact that in some cases, if the registers lacked some significant information, 
for instance, the place of origin, they were not counted in the total calculation; 
they were instead considered in a different category as “registers by default”. 
Unfortunately, these registers increased in time, however their incidence is very 
different in the territorial sphere. Since 2004 these registers were included in 
the general register, becoming part of the EVR, and in some territories they 
appeared to demonstrate an accelerated increase in the migrations that does not 
correspond to reality.  In the end, the statistical series between 1996 and 2007 
is much more reliable than the one previous, although it does not completely 

5 Social ties, work ties and familial ties.
6 A total of eight Judgements of the Constitutional Court, being the first Sentence TC23672007 of 
November 7th, in the appeal of inconstitutionality no. 1707-2001, lodged by the Parlament of Navarra, 
against different rules of the Organic Law 8/2000, from December 22nd, of the reform of the Organic Law 
4/2000, from January 11th, on the rights and liberties of the foreigners in Spain and their social integration. 
http://www.tribunalconstitucional.es/jurisprudencia/Stc2007/STC2007-236.html.
7 In 1997, and after having approved the Law 4/1996 some technical instructions were provided to the 
municipalities for the updating and administration of the register and they tried to clarify some of the 
aspects subject of doubt for some local bodies. Thus, the Resolution from 4th July 1997 (BOE 21st July) 
of the National Institute of Statistics – on force nowadays – established some clear criteria of municipal 
performance to that respect, as well as some homogeneous interpretations in that regard.
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correspond to reality. Despite this, these are the only statistical series that allow 
us to follow in a universal way the entrances in the country; creating with this 
the base to calculate the flows and the stocks, given the fact that along with the 
Natural Movement of Population they contribute to build the continuous register 
of the Spanish population, the so called “Continuous register” developed by 
the National Statistics Institute since 1998, and which will become the official 
amount of Spanish population since then.

Latin Americans who arrived to Spain between 1988 and 2007
Several are the reasons that have been put forward to explain the dramatic 
increase in the migration flows to Spain. We highlight two among them: the 
favorable economic situation during the XXI century, to which the international 
migration has itself contributed in an outstanding way, and the socio-demographic 
transformations of the native society, which have given foreign immigration a 
complementary role to the socio-labor promotion of the Spanish population, 
especially in the case of young men and women (Vidal et al., 2007; Gil and 
Domingo, 2007).

From the point of view of Latin America, one can say that the migration 
processes have increased in the last twenty years: half of the regional emigrants 
recorded in 2000 moved during the 90s, and most of them are in the U.S. In the 
first five years of the new century there was a specific considerable increase in 
the total volume of regional immigrants: from a total of 21 million in 2000, they 
became more than 26 million in 2005, which represents 13 percent of the 2000 
million emigrants in the world (Cepal, 2006). Just as the volume of emigrants 
increase, the geography of the extra-regional destinies of the migration flows has 
extended and diversified in a progressive way. In this context, the increase in the 
migration towards Spain is remarkable; it has experienced an increasing entrance 
of immigrants from Latin American countries since the mid-90s. They originate 
mainly from its former colonies (Hooghe et al., 2008) and nowadays represent 
the second country of destination for this set of population just after the U.S. 
(Agrela, 2002) although the flows by nationality have changed in an essential 
way throughout the years. To this respect, it would be adequate to recall that 
most of the European countries have legislations that favor the nationalization 
of citizens from countries that had been their colonies, or blatantly favor flows 
coming from these countries. Spain’s case with regard to Latin America is not an 
exception: nationals of the Latin American countries have to prove two years of 
legal and continuous residence in order to have access to the Spanish nationality, 
whereas the rest of the extra-communitarian countries have to prove ten, with 
the exception of Andorra, and the former colonies of Philippines and Equatorial 
Guinea, as well as those coming from the Sephardi that were expelled from Spain 
in 1492.
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The increase in the number of Latin American flows towards Spain has reached, 
as a whole, more than a third of the entrances of foreigners since 2000 (38 percent), 
being this number superior to the national entrances from the countries of the 
European Union, Africa and Asia (see graph 1). This set constitutes nowadays the 
first group of extra-regional immigrants, both in the volume and in the number 
of nationalizations provided by the Spanish policy. They have also been the most 
favored in the last processes of regularization and normalization.

In general, one can divide the contemporary flows from Latin America in 
four periods: a) 1975-1991, in which flows correspond mostly to Argentineans, 
Chileans and Uruguayans who arrived to the country fleeing from the dictatorships 
that were established in their countries by the mid-70s; b) 1992-1999, a period 
in which Peruvians and Dominicans head the economic migrations, with 
a remarkable number of women in them; c) 2000-2005, a period that has the 
characteristic of a a great increase in the Latin American immigration, and which 
is headed by Ecuadorians and Colombians: and d) since 2006, when new flows, 
such as those from Bolivians and Brazilian, displaced the previous ones from the 
first places (see graphs 2, 3 and 4). In order to achieve the objectives of this study, 
we focus on the second and third stages.

During the 90s, the flows from Colombians, Peruvians, Dominicans and 
Cubans stand out, there is also a predominance of women in them. This fact 
has been the essential characteristic of this stage in comparison to the other 
flows of immigrants, which maintain a close relationship with the demand of 
immigrant labor force in labor niches that are traditionally feminized, such as 
the domestic service and the care of elderly (Domingo and Martínez, 2006; 
Pérez, 2004). As one can see in table 1, flows in 1996 were clearly feminized: 
in the Latin American set, each 100 women represented 58.6 men in the year.

The most remarkable case is that of Dominicans, whose index of masculinity 
in the year has been of 35.4. Among Colombians, the index of masculinity was of 
51.2; for Peruvians, 57.1, and in the case of Cubans, 60.7. The only flow according 
to nationality with higher persistence in males is that of Chileans.

The change in the Latin American flows starts between 1999 and 2000, when 
there is change from 34 thousand annual entrances to 180 thousand. Ever since 
flows have not stopped their increase, reaching almost 324 thousand entrances in 
2007. If one takes as a reference 2007, the last year with data that is available, 
one can see a change in the structure by sex and age in the Latin American 
population: the proportion of men in the set increases as well as the participation 
of minors and elderly over 64, essentially in those nationalities subject to visa. 
This phenomenon is a typical characteristic of the familial reunion (Izquierdo 
and Martínez Buján, 2001).8 At the same time, flows with a recent increase, as 
8 The tendency of flow to increase derived from processes of familial reunion is similar in the U.S., main 
destiny of the Latin Americans, where most of the visas in recent years are based on familial reunion 
(Brown and Bean, 2005). Similar processes take place in Denmark and Sweden (Stalker, 2002).
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GRAPH 1
FOREIGN FLOWS INTO SPAIN, 

BY NATIONALITY AND REGISTRATION YEAR, 1996 TO 2006

Source: Stats of Residential Variations, INE.

in the case of the Bolivians, Venezuelans and Hondurans, have a feminization in 
the flows in comparison to 1996, and a decrease of elderly and minors in their 
effective numbers, with the exception of the Bolivians (see table 1).

This change in the annual flows from Latin America since the end of the 
90’s is due to different reasons. In first place, the U.S., the main recipient of 
these flows, makes it increasingly difficult to enter in their country after the 11th 
September events in 2001; this continuing with the restrictive policy started by 
the mid-80’s contained in the Inmigration Reform and Control Act, which forced 
the search for new destinies. In second place, we find the economic and political 
conditions occurring at the interior of the countries of origin: lack of employment 
posts, increasing social tensions and a vulnerability that affects all countries to 
a certain extent. Political tensions are clear in countries such as Colombia since 
1980 and in Venezuela in recent years. The economic crisis affected especially 
Ecuador since the mid-90’s and had an end with the hyperinflation in 1999 and 
the dollarization of the economy in 2000  (Ramírez Gallegos and Ramírez, 2005; 
Jokisch and Pribilsky, 2002), in Argentina by the end of 2001 when the “corralito” 
policy is established, and in Bolivia, Uruguay and Paraguay, since 2002, whose 
citizens were seriously affected by the Argentinian crisis. From the point of view 
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GRAPHS 2, 3 AND 4
FLOWS OF LATIN AMERICANS 

BY NATIONALITY AND REGISTRATION YEAR, 1996-2006

Source: Stats of Residential Variations, INE.
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of Spain, it is necessary to mention the processes of regularization not only to 
understand the increase in the flows given its already mentioned ‘call effect’, 
but also to demonstrate how, since the request of a visa, there is a changes in the 
volume and in the structures by sex and age of the Latin American flows.

Recent and numerous flows: Ecuadorians and Colombians
Between dollarization and regularization
The flows from Ecuadorians and Colombians, the former more recently than the 
latter, experience the impact of the request of visa on the volume of their entrances 
and on their structure by sex and age. Both nationalities had a stressed increase in their 
flows since the 90’s: Ecuadorians have been the flow with highest volume among all 
the nationalities between 2000 and 2003, and Colombia is the second highest flow 
between 2000 and 2001. Between 2000 and 2007, Ecuador and Colombia have the 
third and fourth places respectively in the ranking of nationalities with higher number 
of records of entrance to Spain, only below the flows from Romania and Morocco.

Between 1999 and 2000 there is a spectacular increase in the flows from 
Ecuador to Spain: from 8,992 annual entrances, they reach 91,141, increasing 
since January 2000. The behavior of the flows is very irregular until 2001: 
most of the registers occur between January and March each year, coinciding the 
summer holidays and the end of the school year in that country. Also, probably many 
individuals that were not registered did it in these two years, considering that the civil 
registration was a requirement for the regularizations that were carried out. One can 
see a stabilization of the entrances in 2002, which increase in the first months of 2004 
due to the call effect caused by the announcement that a visa was to be requested to 
enter to Spain. Since the coming into force of the requisite, in April 2003, the flows 
notably decrease, and stabilize by the end of that year. By 2004 one sees another 
increase, however less stressed (see graph 5). 

With regard to the structure by sex and age, one can see that, after the request 
of visa, the participation of minors and people older than 64 increases significantly 
in comparison to the previous period. Thus, between 1988 and 1999, when the 
flows did not yet imply a significant increase, the percentage of people younger 
than 18 years in the flows was 20.8 percent. Between 1999 and 2001, a period 
of massive immigration of Ecuadorians, the percentage increases to 20.5 percent. 
Between 2002 and 2007 the participation increases, reaching 34 percent. In the case 
of the older adults the situation is similar: in the first period they consisted of 0.44 
percent of the population, in order to decrease to 0.45 percent in the following 
period and increase to 0.9 percent in the third one. The differentiated participation 
between men and women, however, shows a different tendency: the index of 
masculinity, between 1988 and 1999 was 82 and increases to 97.2 and 99.7 in the 
two following periods, demonstrating a tendency to the increase of flows of males 
in the set (see graphs 6, 7 and 8).
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The visa as a barrier
The Colombian case is very special and indicates how specific flows can be 
changed by the announcement of the request of a visa. Unlike the other cases, 
between the publication of the resolution related to the request of a visa in April 
2001 and the coming into force of this policy in January 2002, eight months 
passed. As it can be seen in graph 9, said fact created a call effect without 
precedents, mainly stressed in the three months previous to the coming into 
force of the request, a flow that would probably not have mobilized without the 
future barrier. The rejuvenation of the Colombian population in Spain would be 
thus caused by the anticipation of migration projects. After the significant fall in 
registers started in January 2002, one can see a recovery in the flows from 2007 
which almost reach the same levels of 2000.

The structure by sex and age in the flows indicates a significant change when 
the request of visa for the Schengen space started. There is a predominance of 
women in the flows during the 90’s (a masculinity index equal to 51.3), among 
which 77.8 percent was in reproductive age. The proportion of minors was of 23 
percent, and older than 64, 1.3 percent. During 2000 and 2001, when there is a 
significant increase in the flows, the participation of males increases significantly 
(a masculinity index of 78.9) just as the percentage of women in reproductive age 
– 80 percent. The participation of minors and people older than 64 decreases in 
the set, representing 19.6 and 0.7 percent, respectively. Lastly, during the period 
from 2002 to 2007, which includes flows later to the request of the Shengen visa, 
one notices a recovery in the flows of minors (25.4 percent) and people older 
than 64 (1.8 percent), the decrease of flows of women in reproductive age (73 
percent) and the even more stressed decrease of the masculinity index, which 
reaches the value of 87.4 percent. These are common characteristics of the flows 
derived from processes of familial reunion, but they were also affected, as in 
the Ecuadorian case, by the attraction derived from the boom in the real estate 
development which affected masculine employment (see graphs 10, 11 and 12).

Old flows: Peruvians, Dominicans and Cubans.
Migrants from nationalities that mainly represented the Latin American flows 
during the 90’s –Peruvians, Dominicans and Cubans, were forced to request a 
visa in their country of origin to enter in the Schengen space since April, 1999. 
According to graph 13, such norm has represented a minimal and very focused 
effect in decreasing the records in the first months of its validity, in order to give 
room to a gradual increase of the collectives since 2003, not only due to causes 
related to the country of origin, but mainly to the processes of regularization 
from 2000 and 2001 that were previously mentioned, and the following right to 
familial reunion.
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GRAPH 5
INFLOW OF ECUADORIAN IMMIGRANTS,  

BY REGISTRATION YEAR AND MONTH, 1999 TO 2006

Source: Stats of Residential Variations, 1999 - 2006.

The changes in the flows regarding their structure by sex and age, however, 
are more visible. In the case of the Dominicans, between 1988 and 1998, a period 
previous to the come into force of the request of the Schengen visa, one sees that 
the flows consisted mainly of women, with a masculinity index of 36.6. 82.9 
percent of these women were between 15 and 49 years at the moment of their 
registration. The percentage of flows of minors was of 24.7 percent, and of people 
older than 64, 0.7 percent. Between 1999 and 2001, a period after the request of 
the visa and when the first processes of regularization of the century start, the 
index of masculinity increased significantly, changing to 52.9. In the same way, 
the percentage of women decreased in the reproductive age; they represented 77.3 
percent of the set of women and that is due to the increase of minors, that became 
30 percent, and of people older than 64, who duplicated their participation in the 
previous period (1.5 percent).

As one can see in graphs 14, 15 and 16, the last period from 2002 to 2007 
increases even more the masculinity index, which reaches 79 men for each 100 
women. The percentage of women in reproductive age decreases to 76.2 percent 
influenced by minors (26 percent) and elderly, who increase significantly in 
comparison to the previous period (1.9 percent). Lastly, one can clearly see a 
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GRAPHS 6, 7 AND 8
STRUCTURE BY AGE AND SEX OF THE ECUADORIAN INFLOWS 

ACCORDIGN TO ARRIVAL PERIOD: 1988-1999; 2000-2002; AND 2003-2006

Source: Stats of Residential Variations, INE.
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GRAPH 9
INFLOW OF COLOMBIAN IMMIGRANTS, ACCORDING TO  REGISTRATION 

YEAR AND MONTH, 1999 TO 2006

Source: Stats of Residential Variations, INE.

tendency to concentrate the flows of adults in young ages for both sexes, indicating 
the significance of the flows derived from the call effect of the regularizations, as 
well as the typical behavior expected due to the familial reunion, stressed at 17 
years of age for youth (the last age subject to reunion as descendant) and people 
older than 64, on the one hand, and the stressed increase of males who follow 
their wives, on the other.

In the case of the Peruvian flows, the effect of the visa is mostly observed in 
the increase of the entrances of males, and less in that of minors and the elderly. 
This is caused by the fact that the structure of the flows had characteristics typical 
to familial migration since the first period, this, apart from the flows of women 
who were single.

Between 1988 and 1998, the index of masculinity was of 65.1. This value has 
increased to 72.2 between 1999 and 2001, and in the period from 2002 to 2006 the 
proportion of men and women has almost been equal for men and women, being 
of 100.8 men per each 100 women. The percentage of women in reproductive 
age decreases from 80 percent in the first period to 79 percent in the second, and 
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to 77.1 percent, in the third. Regarding the percentage of minors, one can see a 
decrease in time time: between 1988 and 1998 they represented 17 percent of the 
flows, a value that falls to 13 percent in the second period and increases to 16 
percent in the last. People older than 64, on their side, increase their participation 
slightly, representing 2.6 percent in the first period and 3.3 in the last (see graphs 
17, 18 and 19).

The last case, shown in graphs 20, 21 and 22, represents the migrations of 
Cubans which have characteristics that are different to the two previous flows 
and that are based on a mixture of economic and political reasons. Firstly, despite 
women are still first in the total of movements, the difference is less stressed. 
Secondly, it has the lowest participation of minors and the highest of people older 
than 64; a fact that shall be related to the late migration of Spanish to Cuba. 
Regarding the legal aspects, however, it is necessary to mention that once a minor 
leaves the national territory, he or she misses automatically his or her Cuban 
nationality. Also, in order to emigrate, it is necessary to have the authorization 
of both parents, a fact which significantly affects the departure of these flows.

Considering this, between 1988 and 1998, the index of masculinity in the 
flows was of 71.3 percent, changing to 88.5 between 1999 and 2001, and to 86.7 
between 2002 and 2007. The percentage of women in reproductive age falls in a 
significant way between the last two periods, from 75 to 67.9 percent affecting 
the increase of the flows of older adults (they change from 3.4 to 6.4 percent), that 
mostly consist of women. Regarding minors, one does not see any stressed effect 
derived from the request of visa or from the familial reunion: between 1988 and 
1998 they represented 14.7 percent of the flows and for the two following periods 
they were 11.5 and 11.3 percent respectively.

Paradoxes of the control: efficiency and intentionality
As we have seen, the enforcement of a single system of control, in this case the 
request of the Schengen visa, results in different effects depending on the flow 
on which it is enforced. In the case of the Latin American migrations towards 
Spain, the older flows, such as the Peruvian, the Dominican or the Cuban, have 
significantly altered their composition by sex and age, making the familial 
reunion the most important element of the sustained growth that occurred after 
the request of the visa. In contrast, in the case of the most recent flows, such as 
the Ecuadorian or the Colombian (the same could be said about the Bolivian), 
the request of a visa had a call effect, considering the time that passed from the 
announcement to its enforcement, which was magnified both by the economic 
and political conditions in the countries of origin, and the coincidence with 
other Spanish legislative measures, such as the regularizations from 2000 and 
2001, which also had a call effect, as in the case of the adoption of restrictive 
measures in third countries (especially in the U.S.), which redirected those flows. 
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GRAPHS 10, 11 AND 12
STRUCTURE BY SEX AND AGE OF THE COLOMBIAN INFLOWS ACCORDING 

TO ARRIVAL PERIOD: 1988 TO 1999; 2000 TO 2001; AND 2002 TO 2006

Source: Stats of Residential Variations, INE.
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GRAPH 13
INFLOW OF DOMINICAN, PERUVIAN AND CUBAN IMMIGRANTS, 
ACCORDING TO REGISTRATION YEAR AND MONTH, 1997 TO 2006

Source: Stats of Residential Variations, INE.

In this case the outstanding increase of the flows and its later fall are remarkable, 
although they always occured at levels that were higher than the initial ones. The 
change in the composition of the flows is also outstanding; it mainly resulted in 
the masculinization and rejuvenation of the flows, putting forward, sometimes in 
an irregular way, the familial reunion.

From the point of view of the efficiency of the control imposed by the 
Schengen visa, we find an apparently contradictory situation, because although 
the flows, which had reached critical values, reduce, the announcement of the 
measure contributes to their increase, and it specially changes in a significant 
way their composition, frequently in clear contradiction to the expected flows. 
We shall bear in mind that the flows resulting from the familial reunion have been 
controversial flows in Spain and in the set of countries of the European Union.

The current economic conditions of economic crisis, along with the advance 
in the enforcement of common policies in terms of international migration in 
the European Union have demonstrated one more time the will to perfom an 
extreme control on the flows, both in its number and in its kind. In this regard, 
Spain’s case could be a model considering the announcement of the need to 
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GRAPHS 14, 15 AND 16
STRUCTURE BY SEX AND AGE OF DOMINICAN INFLOWS ACCORDING TO 

ARRIVAL PERIOD: 1988 TO 1998, 1999 TO 2001 AND 2002 TO 2006

Source: Stats of Residential Variations, INE.
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GRAPHS 17, 18 AND 19
STRUCTURE BY SEX AND AGE OF PERUVIAN INFLOWS ACCORDING TO 

ARRIVAL PERIOD: 1988 TO 1998, 1999 TO 2001 AND 2002 TO 2006

Source: Stats of Residential Variations, INE.
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reform the current Immigration Law.9 The reason underlying the will to reform 
the this law is justified as the adaptation of the norm to the recent jurisprudence 
of the Consitutional Court, along with the necessary transposition of European 
directives on the free movement of foreigners who are long term residents, on 
foreign researchers and on the return of foreigners in irregular situation. That 
change in the migratory policy is sustained in three axes: first, the ecouragement 
to return, second, the restriction of the familial reunion, that would mainly affect, 
on the one hand, the conditions of arrival of minors between 16 and 18, that 
is, those who despite being under 18 are legal age to work, and, on the other, 
the limitation to people older than 65 when the member of the reunion has the 
authorization to live for a long term period, under the argument that this last 
method of reunion has become a way that promotes migrations by reunion in 
chain. Lastly, the third is the enforcement of the Schengen visa request.

The economic crisis, especially expansive for Spain (related in its worst 
phase to a not less pompous real state bubble), has had the first and last word 
in the flows coming to Spain during the first years of the XXI century. It will 
not be different during a crisis. Regarding the selection of the migration flows, 
the statements on the intentions of the Union have been against the economic 
and demographic reality: the intention of limiting the flows to those with 
higher levels of instruction has clashed with a demand that is strongly based 
on the need of non-qualified workers mainly employed in the domestic labor 
and contruction, followed by those needed in the lodging sector. In the Latin 
American case that discrepancy between the schooling level and employment has 
precisely been frequently related to cases of overqualification or, in other words, 
in underemployment which have been significantly serious. It is also true that 
during a crisis, the immigrants with lower schooling level are the ones who suffer 
most at a first stage, given that, by having been expelled from the labor market, 
they have fewer opportunities to find a job due to the restriction of their social 
capital in terms of instruction. However, in the future flows, the crisis will affect 
all schooling levels, and especially those higher, which are seen as a competition 
by the local labor force. The return to the homeland will occur if the profit seen in 
it is higher than the one estimated for permanence, which obviously depends on 
the extent of the crisis and how globalized it is, but it also depends on the number 
of children of the immigrants. By now, the proposal of the Spanish government is 
limited to the payment of the rights acquired in terms of social security, a condition 
that does not add to the interest in returning to the homeland of the immigrants. 

9 The Council of Ministries from December 19th, 2008 received a report from the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs and Cooperation, Interior and Labor and Immigration on the bill of reform of the Organic law on 
the rights and liberties of Foreigners in Spain and its social integration, organic law 42000 from January 
11th which was modified by the organic law 8/2000 and later on by the redaction provided by the organic 
law 14/2003.
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GRAPHS 20, 21 AND 22
STRUCTURE BY SEX AND AGE OF CUBAN INFLOWS ACCORDING TO 

ARRIVAL PERIOD: 1988 TO 1998, 1999 TO 2001 AND 2002 TO 2006

Source: Stats of Residential Variations, INE.
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Under these series of conditions, one can speculate that their scope can be limited, 
although their number cannot be disregarded in absolute terms considering that 
most of these flows have been very recent. We have also seen that the presence of 
elderly people in the flows that arrived is minimal, and it would still be strongly 
selected by the activity of the woman who immigrates, based on the fact that 
the reunion of the parents has more to do with the demand of labor force for the 
domestic labor to sustain the labor activity than with the supposed migration in 
chain. The result from this restriction will supposedly result in a weakening of 
the situation of women who immigrate and in that of her family in general. With 
regard to the minors, the declaration of the people responsible of the migration 
policy does not clarify under which exact conditions it will be imposed on them; 
nevertheless, one shall mention that it does respond to a reality – the reunion at 
those ages in order for them to become part of the labor market, and the fact that 
that reunion frequently implies a specific deterioration of the living conditions of 
the youth who consider that their status will worsen (in comparison to their status 
when they obtained remittances from the parents) as well as their new situation in 
Spain. Lastly, the Schengen visa itself: it will be seen common to request a visa 
to other Latin American countries given the negative environment that has been 
mentioned; however, of special concern is the fact that its enforcement, with the 
degree of arbitrariousness that the law allows, may become more restrictive. It 
is worrisome because, as we have seen, even though law does not always reach 
its objectives, it frequently changes the behavior and the conditions of life of the 
immigrants in an unexpected way, both for the legislator and the very immigrant.
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