
Method
 The analysis in this project is based on information and data collected from various secondary sources. More specifically, 
information and data were collected from official Spanish government reports, statistics published by the European Union, 
various articles from European magazines and newspapers, and a number of books on the history of Spain.
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Emigrants: 200,000-340,000 
Refugees and Republican Soldiers fled to France after Nation-

alist military gained territory 1936-1938.

1st Wave to France:

Migration during Spanish Civil War (1936-39)

Emigration Era (1936-1975) 
Political and Economic Conditions Push People out of Spain

5th Wave to France:
Emigrants: 500,000 

Refugees and Republican Soldiers escaped to France in 1939 after last 
Republican stronghold in Catalonia was taken over by Nationalists.

3rd Wave of Children:
500 Children sent to Mexico in 1937

1,500 Children sent to Soviet Russia 1937 

 The Civil War in Spain created a state of destitution for the estimated 25 million people that lived there. The 
war was literally in their backyards everyday for three years. Many people could not live in these conditions and 
sought refuge in other countries, primarily France. As the Republicans faced defeat, many were forced into exile 
to avoid capture by Franco’s regime. Some Spaniards were even forced to send their children overseas to Mexico 
to avoid the violence and hunger at home. Other people ended up living out a life of exile in Russia. 

The Children’s Story
 During the civil war, many parents in Spain 
found it impossible to raise their children safely and 
to provide them with the needed care. Furthermore, 
the war itself had created many orphans who, during 
the hard times, were not being cared for. So in 1937, 
Spanish officials began evacuating these children out 
of the heavily bombed cities to eastern Spain and to 
other countries. It is estimated that 700,000 children 
were sent to “Children Colonies” in eastern Spain. 
About 1,500 children were sent to Russia, never to 

see home again when Joseph Stalin refused to return 
them to their parents.  Five hundred were sent to a 
special school in Mexico, where they were taught 
how to integrate themselves into Mexican society. 

4th Wave to Mexico:
Emigrants: 15,000-30,000 

Spaniards entered Mexico beginning April 1939. In 1940, Mexican Presi-
dent Lázaro Cárdenas granted these exiles full Mexican citizenship.

 Emigrants: 5,000-15,000 
Spaniards arrived in Soviet Russia during and after the war. 

They were put to work where the USSR saw fit.

2nd Wave to USSR:

Migration during the Franco Years (1939-75)
 The post-war years brought with them a lasting economic hardship for Spain. The national income fell back to that of 1914, and 
with the natural population increase, the per capita income decreased to nineteenth-century levels. Francisco Franco discouraged inter-
national trade and therefore cut off the Spanish economy from the rest of the world. The standard of living within Spain’s working 
class was stagnant for over twenty years. By the end of the Franco epoch in 1975, it is estimated that 8% of the Spanish workforce, or 
850,000 people, was working abroad. Between the years 1960 and 1973, over 1.5 million Spaniards left the country in search of work 
in other European countries, primarily West Germany, France and Switzerland.

Economic Hardship Pushes People Out

War Conditions Force People to Leave

Images from the Ontario Archives

Immigration Era (1995-Present)
Economic Strength Pulls People into Spain

“Para vivir aquí (to live here),” as many Spaniards said – 
“You have to be unable to live 

anywhere else.”

W hy the Transition?

A bstract
 Through a series of economic, political and social changes, Spain has experienced an extreme shift from emigration out-
flows to immigration inflows in the 20th and 21st centuries. This project examines both eras in Spain’s history and attempts 
to identify the factors behind the relatively rapid shift.  First, this project analyzes the Spanish Civil  War and the political 
refugees forced to leave the country and stay in exile during the Franco regime, as well as the emigrants who left Spain 
during the later part of the century for economic reasons. Then, it focuses on the immigration trends that Spain is facing 
today, and attempts to connect this trend to the current economic state of the country. The project concludes by compar-
ing the two eras and considering reasons behind the differences.
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“Cuando Saliamos de 
Màlaga antes de entrar los 

fascistas” 
Maria Benitez 
12 years old

“Nuestra evacuación”
Esquirel Tierra 

13 years old

“Escena de mi colonia” 
Francisco Ymez 

10 years old

“Mi evacuación” 
Manolo Esposito 

11 years old

“Un bombareo y autos 
de la Cruz Roja”

Edurne de Burdain 
11 years old
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“Como me imagino la 
guerra”

Ismael Medrano
11 years old
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 When Francisco Franco died in 1975, so did his fascist dictatorship. His successor, King 
Juan Carlos quickly set up a constitutional, democratic and parliamentary monarchy. The new 
government knew that it needed to tackle the economic crisis in Spain if it were to maintain its 
legitimacy. Through a series of reforms, and after the signing of the Constitution of 1978, the 
Spanish economy was able to recover. The Constitution set up the rules and standards for the 
playing field of a free market economy. It legitimized free enterprise, thus setting the stage for a 
modern capitalist economy.
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The End of a Dictatorship-The Beginning of a Modern Economy

0

 The general state of the Spanish lifestyle has signifi-
cantly improved in recent years as a result of the economic 
expansion. Spaniards are 75% richer today than they were 
30 years ago. Their per capita income in PPP exceeded the 

European average in 2002, as seen in the top chart to the left 
(which indicates that currency in Spain has more value and 

strength to purchase goods). Although data was not available 
for this statistic before the year 1997, the 11-year span after-
wards is a good indicator of the recent growth in the Spanish 
economy.  The chart below the first shows that the total aver-

age income for Spanish households increased by almost 
63% from 1995 to 2005. This is a significant increase, 
coupled with the increased PPP seen in recent years. 

(Note: Data was not available regarding household income for 
2002 and 2003 due to the implementation process of the Euro.) 

Standard of Living Indicators Show an 
Increase in Spanish Household Well-Being

 As seen in the graph to the right, Spain has achieved 
substantial Gross Domestic Product (GDP) growth between 
1980 and 2008. GDP growth measures the strength of an 

economy in terms of output per year. The annual GDP growth 
rate in the last decade has averaged 3.5%, as compared to 
the annual rate of growth in the European Union of 2.3%.   

 The graph below shows the shift in the Span-
ish economy, and how agriculture has been losing 

importance while the service sector has gained 
importance. The development of the service 

sector is considered to be an indicator of eco-
nomic advancement. 

Development of the Service Sector

 The beginning of the transitional phase was 
plagued with high unemployment.  From 1975 to 

1995, Spain was unable to create a single net job. But 
from 1995 to 2000, 3.4 million jobs were created in 

Spain as a result of steps taken by the Spanish gov-
ernment to loosen its rigid labor market. As seen 
above, the unemployment rate has generally de-

creased for over a decade. 

The Recovery of Spanish Employment

Economic Revival 

Civil War
887,000 people leave

1936-1939

The Franco Years
1,500,000 people leave

1939-1975

Present Day
4,000,000 people enter

1995-Now

Migration Flows
Emigration is 

represented as a 
negative �ow. 
Immigration is 

represented as a 
positive �ow.

Source: Eurostat

Source: Eurostat

Source: Eurostat

 Immigration to Spain has reached unprecedented heights in the last few years. There are now close to 4 mil-
lion legal immigrants living in Spain. Most of these people come from the European Union, Latin America and 
Africa, with a smaller number arriving from Eastern Europe. This project focuses on immigrants from Latin 
America and Africa, because these continents are the origins of most of the immigrants in Spain after the Euro-
pean Union. Because movement of peoples throughout the European Union is free, the context of their migra-
tion is unique and outside the scope of this project. 

Migration Patterns Seen in Spain Today
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 Spain now has a higher percentage of foreign-born residents than 
any other country in Europe: 11% of its 45 million residents.  The 
number of foreign residents in Spain has grown from a little over 1 
million in 2001 to almost 4 million in 2008. Between 1992 and 2005, 
Spain’s population increased by 4.3 million people, 3.4 million of 
them being immigrants.

Latin Americans in Spain
 Latin Americans make up the largest number of foreign residents in Spain after European Union residents. 
The people in Latin America today are facing many social, political and economic problems. Many find it nec-
essary to leave their homelands to escape violence in the cities and to find economic opportunity. The failure 
of many imposed economic reforms and the lack of helpful political action in many Latin American countries 
force the people to “vote with their feet.”

The Ecuadorian Example
 Most immigrants from Latin America that enter Spain 
come from Ecuador, as seen in the chart at right. The 
number of people from Ecuador living in Spain has grown 
from only 7,000 in 1999 to almost 400,000 at the beginning 
of 2008. Currently Ecuador is facing an intense economic 
crisis. Spain can offer Ecuadorians a more stable life, as in-
dicated in the second chart to the right. And because the 
United States has almost closed its borders entirely to immi-
grants from Latin America, Ecuadorians look to Spain as an 
alternative. Spain’s borders are significantly easier to cross 
for foreign residents:  Spain 

            Year Latest data 
GDP (current US$) (billions) 2006 1,224.0 
GNI per capita, Atlas method (current US$) 2006 27,570 
Life expectancy at birth, total (years) 2005 81 

 
Ecuador 

            Year Latest data 
GDP (current US$) (billions) 2006 40.8 
GNI per capita, Atlas method (current US$) 2006 2,840 
Life expectancy at birth, total (years) 2005 75 

 

“Planes come in everyday from South America 
with 350 passengers, and leave with 150,” says 

Silvestre Romero, the chief  inspector at 
Madrid’s Barajas International Airport. 

“We know they’re not tourists.”

Africans in Spain
 People from Africa make up the third largest group of immigrants into Spain. Many of the reasons for the 
increased migration in Africa are similar to those in Latin America: political, economic and social problems 
push many Africans out of their homelands in search of stability. But the situation in Africa is amplified by the 
extreme levels of poverty facing the continent today. For example, Morocco has 3 million unemployed work-
ers, out of a country with 26 million. Also, while Ecuadorians earn $2,840 per year on average, Moroccans 
earn just $1,900 as seen below. This is compared to the $27,570 per capita earnings in Spain. This level of pov-
erty, coupled with the massive population increase in Africa, forces many people over the sea to Spain.   
 Most people from Africa who enter Spain are from Morocco, as seen in the chart below. This has a lot to 
do with geographic proximity.  

The Strait of Gibraltar is only 8 miles 
wide and the Canary Islands are about 

90 miles from the coast of Africa.
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“Los Cayucos” and Human Smuggling
Challenges for Spain Today:

 It can be concluded that immigration has 
benefited both Spain and the immigrants. For 
Spain, immigration has created a large pool 
of cheap labor, while also providing immi-

grants with a stable source of income. How-
ever, Spain faces a number of challenges:

  How to deter illegal immigration.
  How to assimilate the immigrants into Span-
ish society.
  How to deal with the recent rise in unem-
ployment due to the troublesome construction 
sector. Many immigrants work in the con-
struction sector and are now out of jobs. 

Spain 
            Year Latest data 

GDP (current US$) (billions) 2006 1,224.0 
GNI per capita, Atlas method (current US$) 2006 27,570 
Life expectancy at birth, total (years) 2005 81 

 
Morocco 

            Year Latest data 
GDP (current US$) (billions) 2006 57.3 
GNI per capita, Atlas method (current US$) 2006 1,900 
Life expectancy at birth, total (years) 2005 70 

 

 Africans take huge risks getting to Spain. Smugglers charge $1,000 a head for the 9-mile trip across the 
Strait, and even more for trips to the Canary Islands. When the boats near the coast of Spain, to avoid getting 
caught, smugglers force the immigrants to jump out and swim hundreds of yards to shore. Sometimes smug-
glers encourage immigrants to injure themselves upon arrival, so that they can go to a hospital and get papers. 
The “cayucos,” or old, roofless fishing boats, are often times big enough to hold 200 people at once. Some 
trips can last up to a week depending on the starting point in Africa.
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