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Abstract: This article is based on ethnographic research in a
cross-border region of Mediterranean Europe distributed be-
tween the French and Spanish states. Specifically, these are two
neighbouring regions, with a shared historical past, where the
presence of migrants crossing the border from south to north
or arriving from other points of origin has initiated deployment
of welcoming actions by humanitarian organisations and local
administrations. However, these actions are in stark contrast
to the very restrictive migration policies of the two states. The
article explores the perspective of the agents who work in these
organisations and how their work relates to the increasingly
hostile climate, which is a result of the migration policies cur-
rently implemented by European states.
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Résumé : Cet article a été élaboré a partir d'une recherche
ethnographique menée dans une région transfrontaliere de
I'Europe méditerranéenne située entre les Etats francais et
espagnol. Cette zone frontaliere située entre deux régions vois-
ines qui partagent un passé commun est traversée par de nom-
breux migrants du sud vers le nord, ou en provenance d’autres
lieux, ce qui a déclenché la mise en place de mesures d’accueil
par des organisations humanitaires et des administrations
locales. Ces actions contrastent néanmoins avec les politiques
de ces deux Etats trés strictes en matiere de migration. Cet
article aborde les points de vue des travailleurs de ces organi-
sations quant aux activités de leur propre organisation et a la
détérioration de la situation d’accueil en raison des politiques
de migration qui sont actuellement mises en application par les
Etats européens.
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Introduction

his article proposes a comparative study between

two territories on the Franco—Spanish border that
historically have been part of Catalonia. This cross-bor-
der geographic area is recognised by the EU as a Eu-
rodistrict (Eurodistrict of the Catalan Cross-Border
Area),! whose objective is to collaborate and improve
administrative relations on both sides of the border.
In accordance with EU treaties and in particular the
Schengen Agreement, in migratory terms, the EU
should function as a zone without internal borders.
However, the reality is that, with regard to migrants,
despite their theoretically being able to travel across
the border between France and Spain (although on the
French side, police controls on the entry road to the
country have become increasingly frequent within a
few kilometres of the border), the situation regarding
the reception of foreign citizens differs depending on
whether they arrive in Perpignan (FR) or Figueres
(ESP) — the two main cities of this cross-border area,
located just 30 kilometres from their respective border
points.

The current Franco-Spanish border (on the
Mediterranean side), delineated by the Treaty of the
Pyrenees of 1659, separates the historical territory of
Catalonia in two. The Catalan counties of Roussillon,
Conflent, Vallespir, Capcir and Alta Cerdanya are sit-
uated within the French state, with the official name
Département des Pyrénées Orientales (Department of
the Eastern Pyrenees), and the rest, to the south of the
border, lie within Spain, with the official name Comuni-
tat Autonoma de Catalunya (Autonomous Community
of Catalonia). From a Catalan historical perspective,
these territories are known as Northern Catalonia and
the Principality of Catalonia or simply the Principality,
respectively. In this article we will use the historical
denominations to distinguish the two territories. It is,
therefore, a cross-border region with a geographical,

Anthropologica 62 (2020) 176-189



linguistic and cultural continuity, as well as numerous
social and economic ties throughout modern history,
regardless of the division into two states (Alland and
Alland 2006).

Nevertheless, despite this geographical and cultural
continuity, and despite the fact that within the European
Union there is a certain consensus on migration policy,
both the French and Spanish states have their own legis-
lation on immigration. This significantly affects the way
in which local agents put into practice the welcoming of
migrants. Taking into account the historical and social
antecedents on migration into each of these territories
on one side and the other of the border, this article
investigates the significance of the reception of the
migrant population by humanitarian organisations that
work in the immigration sector carrying out welcoming
tasks. This is done by studying the practice of welcoming
through the reflections of the agents who intervene in
this process.

In summary, we observe in southern Europe a
border territory that divides a historical region with
a common language and culture, and with social ex-
changes that have been maintained over time, but
where the weight of state policies is a determining
factor in multiple aspects and has ended up configuring
two differentiated societies. One of these differences,
as will be seen, is the way in which the reception of the
population of migrant origin is understood and how it
is carried out by the welcoming agents themselves.
The focus of this article, therefore, is not so much the
migrant population, but the receiving population and
how it welcomes migrants. The migratory phenomenon
has had many effects on the societies of southern Eu-
rope. There is often talk of the emergence of xenopho-
bia in populist and far-right political parties (Crépon,
Dézé and Mayer 2015; D’Appollonia 2007; Lazaridis
and Veikou 2017; Thorleifsson 2017). Yet, we must also
talk about the emergence of networks of welcoming
and solidarity (Knott 2018) and the way in which these
understand the integration of the migrant population,
which, as we shall see, sways between assimilation and
inclusion.

Welcoming and Integration Policies

Population movements at the international level are con-
ditioned by policies governing immigration, integration
and asylum that countries apply when migrants cross
their borders. These policies vary within the European
Union, but have in common the fact that they have be-
come stricter over time and with the increase in migra-
tory flows throughout the world (Diivell 2011; Enriquez
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2009; Julien-Laferriere 2016; Khosravi 2007; Pécoud
and Guchteneire 2011; Samers 2004; Veron 2013). Sev-
eral European countries have abandoned and/or widely
questioned the multicultural policies that were more or
less dominant in the past (Joppke 2017; Vertovec and
Wessendorf 2010) and have adopted policies that are
increasingly based on control and assimilation (Gehring
2013; Lauth Bacas 2013; Stolcke 1995; Spijkerboer,
2007). These policies of control are being implemented
in a context of globalisation dominated by neoliberal
policies. They are simultaneously the cause and effect
of migrations and of “migratory protectionism” (Bacon
2008; Bernard 2002; Brown 2010), which aims to restrict
the freedom of movement of people whose objective is to
achieve the human rights they are denied (Nair 2007).
As Kabunda (2012, 17) says, “the North seeks to export
or extend [this protectionism] on a planetary scale. The
result is the proliferation of irregular or clandestine
migration.”

In this context, the situation of migrants and refu-
gees at borders is, as is often exposed by the media and
denounced by the NGOs that welcome them, a complex
and conflictive situation because of the conditions of
exclusion they are subject to. This complexity is not
being addressed with sufficient knowledge or resources
or, above all, the necessary humanity on the part of the
society that should be welcoming them.

In light of the above, reception mechanisms are a
crucial factor that can mark the subsequent integration
of migrants into the receiving society. Welcoming is a
component of the process of adaptation of newcomers
and is the first step toward inclusion (Back and Sinha
2012; Frozzini and Law 2017; Regnault, Racine and
Breugnot 2018). Welcoming provides the option to
establish positive neighbourly relations, provide re-
sponses regarding the rights of migrants, offer guid-
ance on the myriad questions posed by newcomers, and
give them the opportunity to acquire the knowledge
and skills they need at this stage of their migration
project.

In the welcoming process, we must consider the
normative and social mechanisms that the administra-
tion makes available to newcomers — mechanisms that
have suffered significant cutbacks in the social aspect
in recent years, despite increased vulnerability among
the migrant population (Frozzini and Gratton 2015). In
welcoming, the first space of attention and support is
often formed by people from the migrants’ country of
origin who are now somewhat settled and who, to some
extent, have managed to create, with more or less pre-
cariousness, a support network. In parallel, humanitarian
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organisations formed by Indigenous volunteers and/
or professionals are also present. In addition, in recent
years, several institutions, especially local authorities,
have promoted welcoming strategies from the local
sphere, as well as creating networks of cities committed
to the reception of immigrants.

Unlike other concepts with a long tradition in migra-
tion studies that have been used to describe the arrival
and installation of a migrant population in a given terri-
tory (whether a city, region or state), including integra-
tion, exclusion and inclusion, the concept of “welcoming”
has been little developed from a theoretical point of view.
Some authors have preferred to use the concept “wel-
comeness,” defining these practices as those that treat
people equally regardless of their status. According to
this perspective, the differences in the way immigrants
are welcomed are key, because “variations in the degree
of welecomeness of local agencies toward immigrants may
affect immigrants’ perceptions of government and their
place in society” (Williams 2015, 435). Other scholars use
the expression “reception policies,” meaning “policies
pertaining to welcoming newcomers and giving them
tools to participate in mainstream society, language
integration, cultural adaptation, education, and social
services for immigrants” (Zapata and Barker 2014, 32).
From their point of view, reception policies are more
amenable to power-sharing between different tiers of
government.

The greatest amount of work on the concept of wel-
coming has been done in the study of reception policies.
Its conceptualisation there has been more empirical,
rather than the result of a theoretical debate between
academics. A recent example of how the term “welcom-
ing” has been conceptualised is found in the work of
Esses et al. (2010). After analysing documentation from
government reports and community documents, as well
as scholarly literature, they conclude that there are 17
characteristics? that enable us to evaluate the degree
to which a community is welcoming to newcomers and
promotes immigrant attachment and belonging (see also
George et al. 2017, 31). The main international examples
are situated in Canada (Wiginton 2013), where for many
years there has been an interest in studying how com-
munities are concerned about attracting and welcoming
immigrants. More recently, studies have been conducted
that evaluate specific welcoming initiatives in the United
States (Huang and Yang Liu 2018; Williamson 2018) and
Canada (George and Selimos 2018; George et al. 2017).

As a result of this interest, reference is often made
to the “welecoming community,” which is described based
on its spatial and discursive dimensions. A welcoming
community spatially denotes “a town, city or region in
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which newcomers feel valued and their needs are served”
(Esses et al. 2010, 9). The latter dimension refers to
the host society’s articulation of a discourse in which
it assumes responsibility for the settlement process:
“a community having agency and engaging in actions
that facilitate the integration of newcomers” (Esses et
al. 2010, 9). From this perspective, a community should
seek not only to receive immigrants, but also to welcome
them; not only must they attract them, but they must
retain them (National Working Group on Small Centre
Strategies 2007). Thus, a welcoming community has
been defined as a place where there is a “strong desire
to receive newcomers and to create an environment in
which they will feel at home” (National Working Group
on Small Centre Strategies 2007, 94). It can be concep-
tualised as a collective effort to create a place where
individuals feel valued and included (Esses et al. 2010).
The importance of establishing links between the main
actors working with the welcoming communities and the
presence of newcomer-serving agencies (Burr 2011) is
also highlighted. However, some authors, based on the
study of specific cases, have warned about the lack of
evidence of a firm political commitment in this respect
(Derwin and Krahn 2008).

Thus, welcoming policies are part of integration
processes; however, it is important to show the intersec-
tions between these two concepts. Many scholars have
highlighted the contested nature of “integration.” It
has different meanings that are sometimes completely
contradictory, resulting in a chaotic concept that distorts
reality (Wieviorka 2014). Thus, it is accepted, but in
part because of the lack of more satisfying alternatives
(Spencer 2011). In this paper we assume a notion of inte-
gration that conceives it as a complex, dynamic process
— involving not only newcomers, but also natives. Mainly,
these processes take place in the structural, social, cul-
tural, civic and political, and identity domains (Ager and
Strang 2008; Garcés and Pennix 2016; Heckmann 2006;
Spencer and Charsley 2016). Even though many of these
scholars fail to include welcoming policies as occurring
within these domains, it will be shown later that the cases
analysed include welcoming initiatives as an initial part
of integration processes.

Methodology

The most intensive part of the fieldwork for the present
study was conducted between July and December 2017.
It consisted of in-depth interviews with 26 informants
belonging to organisations that carry out welcoming
functions for migrant population, as detailed in Table 1.
Prior to these dates, preparatory meetings were held
with public administration officials in charge of migrant
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reception and inclusion programs. At the end of the
interview phase, a workshop was organised in which
a majority of the interviewees, plus other members of
their organisations — altogether 40 people — participated,
separated into two focus groups to identify the main
problems and challenges faced by individuals who work
in organisations that carry out welcoming tasks on both
sides of the border. Finally, it is worth mentioning that
during fieldwork, in addition to the interviews, partici-
pant observation was employed in the waiting rooms of
organisations to examine the interaction between users
and volunteers/workers of the organisations, as well as in
the assembly of the Collectif sans papiers de Perpignan
(a support group for undocumented immigrants).

Regarding the typology of informants, we can dis-
tinguish three types: (1) employees, (2) volunteers and
(3) activists. Organisations can be grouped into four
types: (1) organisations (NGOs) of a religious nature
with many years of history and international implanta-
tion; (2) local-level organisations (NGOs) created in the
last few years by immigrants from a specific country or
region of the world; (3) leftist political organisations and
trade unions with a long tradition of involvement in social
struggles; and (4) grassroots organisations that depend
on local administrations. The first type of organisation
is formed by a combination of employees and volunteers
in different proportions depending on the organisation,
but generally their actions are supported by a large
contingent of volunteers. Organisations pertaining to the
second type are entirely staffed by volunteers, without
employees, whereas organisations in the third group are
made of up individuals who define themselves as activists
rather than volunteers. These organisations do not have
employees dedicated to welcoming tasks in a specific
way, and they are found only in Northern Catalonia. The
fourth type, due to a legislative singularity (Law 10/2010,
see below), exists only in the Principality of Catalonia,
where local administrations are also involved in wel-
coming through specific offices staffed by intercultural
mediators and other professionals with specific training.
Table 1 shows the complete list of informants, indicating
gender, approximate age, nationality, time spent work-
ing in the organisation — fewer than five years (< 5),
between five and ten (5-10), or more than ten (> 10) —
whether they are a volunteer, employee or activist, the
organisation to which they belong and the city or town
where the interview was conducted.

Migrations and Control Zone in Northern
Catalonia

When the issue of migratory flows in the Catalan
cross-border area is addressed, a moment of historic
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magnitude in the twentieth century stands out: the Re-
treat. Between January and February 1939, toward the
end of the Spanish Civil War, it is estimated that 480,000
people crossed the Catalan border to enter the Dépar-
tement des Pyrénées Orientales — which had 233,347 in-
habitants in 1936. Of this migratory flow, 350,000 people
would be interned in concentration camps in Northern
Catalonia as of February 1939, among other reasons
because of their “suspicious” profile in relation to their
tacit radical political ideas (Tuban 2018). The Retreat
would have repercussions on the demography of the
territory, as many refugees remained permanently in
Northern Catalonia. Thus, in 1946, 72.3% of foreigners
living in Northern Catalonia region were Spanish citizens
(Dukic 2009).

In the 1960s, this territory again faced another
form of non-transnational migration stemming from the
independence of Algeria, which had previously been a
French department. In 1962 and after the independence
of Algeria, 30,000 “European returnees” arrived in
the Northern Catalonia, and half settled in Perpignan
(Bouba 2009). However, these “returnees,” also called
Pieds-Noirs (black feet), were not the only people to
leave Algeria after its independence. The Harkis — Al-
gerians who fought on the French side — also returned
to this part of France, despite not receiving the same
treatment from its institutions. With the arrival of the
Harkis, Northern Catalonia returned to its role as a
“retention zone,” as they were sent to Camp Joffre in
Rivesaltes (Moumen 2010). After having retained Span-
ish refugees, this camp was used for Jews during the
German occupation period, and would later “welcome”
about 12,000 Harkis (Lebourg 2011). The Département
des Pyrénées Orientale became a staging area of for-
eign populations of the French state. While Northern
Catalonia would receive various migrations throughout
the twentieth century, not all would receive the same
treatment: the foreign populations would be locked in
camps, whereas an inclusive welcome would be promoted
for the “repatriated” French.

In the twenty-first century, Northern Catalonia,
thanks to its cross-border nature, remains a transit area
for migrants, although in the French state the question
of the reception of migrants has crystallised not around
the Northern Catalan territory but in the far north of the
country, in Calais. The French centralist system does not
allow for compilation of clear data on the number of peo-
ple crossing the Catalan border illegally. Jean René Augé
(2018), former chief of service at the Police aux Airs et
aux Frontieres (PAF) of the Département des Pyrénées
Orientales, suggests that about 4,500 have been ques-
tioned by the PAF and a thousand have been expelled.*

Perspectives on the Reception of Immigrants in the Catalan Cross-Border Area /179



Table 1. Informants participating in the research

Informant Nationality Time Position Organisation City/town
Woman, 25 Spain <5 Employee Red Cross La Jonquera (ESP)
Woman, 55 Spain 5-10 Employee Red Cross La Jonquera (ESP)
Man, 40 Morocco <5h Volunteer Islamic Center LEscala (ESP)
Man, 55 Honduras <5h Volunteer Association of Hondurans Figueres (ESP)
Man, 25 Morocco 5-10 Volunteer Network for coexistence Roses (ESP)
‘Woman, 45 Spain <5 Employee Caritas LEscala (ESP)
Woman, 70 Spain > 10 Volunteer Caritas LEscala (ESP)
‘Woman, 50 Spain <5 Employee Caritas Figueres (ESP)
Man, 75 Spain > 10 Volunteer Caritas Figueres (ESP)
Woman, 40 Peru 5-10 Employee Caritas Girona (ESP)
Woman, 35 Morocco 5-10 Employee Social Welfare Area Figueres (ESP)
Man, 45 Morocco 5-10 Employee Social Welfare Area Figueres (ESP)
Woman, 55 Spain > 10 Employee Secondary School Roses (ESP)
Man, 35 Morocco 5-10 Employee Town hall welcoming and immi- Figueres (ESP)
gration service
Man, 70 France > 10 Volunteer Les Restos du Coeur Perpignan (FR)
Woman, 70 France > 10 Volunteer La Cimade Perpignan (FR)
Woman, 35 Romania > 10 Volunteer Secours Populaire Perpignan (FR)
‘Woman, 45 France <5 Employee Enfance Catalane Perpignan (FR)
Woman, 45 Venezuela <5 Volunteer Secours Catholique Perpignan (FR)
Woman, 55 France > 10 Employee ACAL Perpignan (FR)
Man, 45 France 5-10 Employee Red Cross Perpignan (FR)
‘Woman, 30 France >5 Employee Red Cross Perpignan (FR)
‘Woman, 30 France >5 Employee Red Cross Perpignan (FR)
Woman, 70 France <10 Activist ASTI Perpignan (FR)
Man, 70 France 5-10 Activist ASTI Perpignan (FR)
Man, 30 France 5-10 Activist Collectif sans papiers 66 Perpignan (FR)

One of the objectives of migrants to France is to
obtain the right of asylum. In the 1980s, in the midst
of an economic crisis, the French government changed
its policy in terms of reception. If initially, when the
Socialist Party came to power in 1981, the French state
had granted broader rights to foreigners — access to the
labour market and a residence permit for ten years — as
of 1983 the situation would become more complicated. It
was precisely in these two aspects where changes would
occur. Starting in 1991, access to the labour market for
foreigners was regulated — for each foreigner the pre-
fecture had to assess whether French workers were also
competing for the work they were seeking, depending
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on the employment sector and geographical area — and
the profile of demandeur d’asile (asylum seeker) became
stigmatised. From that moment on, the right of asylum
was a recurring subject of reform and political debate
in the state. In 2015, this aspect was again reformed to
fit European law, and, since then, French and European
judges have issued conflicting decisions.

The French Parliament is currently debating a new
bill (Asile et immigration) on the right of asylum. This
law provides for administrative and legal tightening of
asylum conditions (reduction of resources for migrants
and increased durations of administrative detention),
with repercussions for the migrants themselves, as well
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as for the people who support them and work in welcom-
ing (Geisser 2018).

If, as we have seen, Northern Catalonia has tradi-
tionally been a place of administrative “retention” for
migrants — and continues to be so with two Centres d’Ac-
cueil de Demandeurs d’Asile (CADAs; reception centres
for asylum seekers and refugees) — another characteristic
of the territory is the support of humanitarian organisa-
tions with a more militant left-wing attitude toward these
individuals. At the end of the twentieth century, migrant
support groups were formed, including the Collectif sans
papiers de Perpignan. One of the Collectif’s first battles
was that of the chibanis,’ old workers from the Maghreb
who — for economic and administrative reasons — cannot
live out their old age with their families in their country
of origin.

At present, the Collectif sans papiers de Perpignan
is exceptional in the French state. This group comprises
different political and trade union entities (ranging from
the Greens to anarcho-syndicalism) and is structured
around two migrant aid associations: La Cimade and
Association de Solidarité avec Tous les Immigrés (ASTI).
Its aim is to politicise the issue of the reception of mi-
grants and fight for their regularisation.

Another entity that works in Perpignan together
with the Collectif is Bouge-Toit. Denouncing the neg-
ligence of institutions in accommodating vulnerable
migrants, its task is to seize empty public buildings
to turn them into dwellings occupied by people who
have been denied the right to asylum. Depending on
the political moment, this strategy has had different
repercussions. While the first occupation of a build-
ing ended with the regularisation of all its occupants,
nowadays the main interest of Bouge-Toit is to obtain
resettlement for families from the prefecture who are
seeking social housing.

In comparison, in other French cities, the Collectifs
sans papiers are groups where migrants self-organise to
bring their claims. In Perpignan, members of different
organisations — both migrants and natives — have cre-
ated the Collectif. When it comes to understanding this
phenomenon, many people who participate in this move-
ment for welcoming immigrants refer to the Retreat: for
some, it represents a fissure that allowed them to enter
the territory; for others, it is the origin of a tradition of
welcoming on the part of the city’s inhabitants. Many
long-time activists in the Collectif sans papiers as well
as other humanitarian organisations have personal
ties with the Retreat, as they are children of Spanish
refugees. The strength of this organisation’s support
of the cause of migrants enables them to put pressure
on public institutions — for example, the prefecture of
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Perpignan — and to publicise the situation of migrants
in Northern Catalonia.

Immigration and “Reception Law” in the
Principality of Catalonia

In Catalonia, immigration has historically been a con-
substantial element in understanding its demographic
dynamics. Throughout the twentieth century, in particu-
lar, the Principality of Catalonia experienced three major
migratory flows: two of an internal nature, between 1915
and 1930 and between 1940 and 1975, coming from the
rest of Spain, and the most recent with international
immigration. With regard to internal immigration, the
beginning of immigration during the Franco regime is
particularly significant, as more than two million immi-
grants were received (Marin 2009). This phenomenon
gave rise to the expression “Catalonia, land of welcome,”
which is still used today in discourse on foreign immigra-
tion (Domingo 2014).

Foreign immigration to the Catalan regions located
to the south of the border began in the mid-1980s, espe-
cially with the arrival of populations from the Maghreb
and Sub-Saharan Africa. The population census data®
show how the counties of Girona (the closest city to the
border) had, at the beginning of 2000, a foreign popu-
lation of 6.2 percent, a figure that rose to 21.4 percent
in 2012. This data, however, do not reveal the very dif-
ferent profiles of the foreigners whom these counties
have welcomed: from French and English pensioners
with high purchasing power who have been attracted
by good living conditions, to people from rural Gambia
and Morocco, fleeing poverty in search of new oppor-
tunities in Europe. Initially, welcoming actions and
support for foreign newcomers fell primarily on social
organisations, especially trade unions (Comissions
Obreres and Unié General de Treballadors), social
assistance organisations (Caritas and Red Cross) and
social movements specialising in welcoming ethnic
minorities (Grup de Recerca i Actuacié sobre Minories
Culturals, Fundacié Sergi, etc.). The role of some public
sector professionals, especially pediatricians and social
workers, is also noteworthy, although their actions have
been more individual decisions than an institutional
resolution. However, as immigration has become a
structural reality in the whole of the Principality, public
institutions — with the leadership of the regional gov-
ernment (Generalitat de Catalunya) and involvement
of local authorities — have developed local reception and
integration policies, and promoted specialised units of
professionals to head services and projects designed to
foster integration and accommodation of immigration.
All of this has been coordinated, to a certain degree,
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with social entities, which continue performing their
traditional functions.

Since 1993, the government of Catalonia has devel-
oped six plans to promote the integration of immigrants.
Despite this political initiative, these plans have been hin-
dered by the lack of competencies in critical areas for in-
tegration, especially in matters of immigration, which are
the purview of Spain. The Catalan case is a clear example
of multilevel governance of immigration (Geddes and
Scholten 2015), which has led to major conflicts of juris-
diction between the Spanish and Catalan governments.”
In general terms, Spain has exclusive powers in matters
of immigration and nationality, while the autonomous
communities and local authorities have competencies in
basic aspects of integration, such as health, education
and social services. However, analysis of political texts
from these years highlights the definition of Catalan so-
ciety as a welcoming society that has historically received
various immigration flows that have given it a diverse
and plural character, and in which immigration has made
a decisive contribution to social and demographic growth.
Welcoming, therefore, is part of the political and social
narrative on immigration in the Principality.

However, the welcoming of immigrants, understood
as a specific strategic line of integration policies, was not
a priority until the approval of the Statute of Autonomy
of Catalonia in 2006 (an Organic Law establishing the au-
tonomous government), in which reception and integra-
tion are recognised as the competence of the government
of Catalonia. In accordance with this competence, in
2010, the “Law 10/2010, on the reception of immigrants
and returnees to Catalonia” was passed, being the first
law in Spain to address this matter. Inspired by the ex-
perience of other regions, such as Quebec and Flanders
(Franco-Guillén 2017), as well as recommendations from
the European Commission (European Commission 2007),
the law seeks to promote knowledge among the newly
arrived population about Catalan society and its norms
and institutions, as well as public services and basic lin-
guistie skills.

According to this law, welcoming is understood as
the first stage in the integration process, and its services
must be coordinated and complemented with others
equally necessary for integration, especially those re-
lated to basic social rights, including education, health,
housing and employment. To achieve this, reception
services are structured as a first welcoming service
and specialised programs. The first welcoming service
is considered a right of foreign immigrants, asylum
seekers, stateless persons and refugees (Art. 7.1), as
well as a duty for local authorities. This service consists
of providing information about the host society, as well
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as 120 hours of training distributed in 90 hours of basie
language skills, 15 hours of work-related knowledge, and
15 hours of knowledge about Catalan society and its legal
framework.

The town councils have been designated as the refer-
ence points for accessing welcoming services, especially
after registration of residency?® Yet what is probably most
important about the reception services in Catalonia is the
possibility of using their certifications in regularisation
processes, even though this is a competence of the Span-
ish state. Thus, in certain cases, these certificates are
positively valued elements, in spite of not being decisive.

City and town councils are of crucial importance in
this process, which some authors have defined as the
local turn on multilevel governance (Zapata, Caponio and
Scholten 2017), as well as social movements and NGOs
(Martin Diaz and Bermuidez Torres 2017). This is not
only because they are the administration closest to citi-
zens, where immigrants settle and are more readily iden-
tified, but also because they are at the local level, where
the effects of the arrival of newcomers are most evident.
The application, therefore, of the law on reception was
an important opportunity for municipalities to develop
reception and integration policies, as well as to create
technical structures — employing qualified professionals
with the desire to work with the different institutional ac-
tors — but also to foster collaboration with social entities.
To make the latter possible, the law was accompanied by
resources and funding, with collaboration agreements
between the government of the Generalitat of Catalonia
and the city and town counecils, or the consells comarcals
(supra-municipal entities), as well as calls for subsidies
for social and third-sector entities. The leadership of the
public sector, therefore, has not meant the disappear-
ance of the social entities that had traditionally taken
responsibility for weleoming. The law itself established
in its prineiples of action the need to work jointly and in
coordination with all stakeholders in order to provide
comprehensive and versatile solutions.

Perspectives on the Welcoming of Migrants
on Both Sides of the Border

The internal structure at the organisational and labour
level of organisations that carry out tasks for welcoming
immigrants is very unequal, both between territories
and between organisations. Organisations that develop
and implement government programs and receive state
funding tend to have more hired staff, while others rely
to a greater extent on volunteers. Organisations located
in Perpignan that perform functions on behalf of the
French government receive considerable amounts of
money in comparison to those performing different
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tasks outside of official channels. The largest of these is
Association Catalane d’Actions et de Liaisons (ACAL),
which has 13 establishments between lodging centres
for asylum seekers and other services. Its staff of 120
employees assists more than 2,000 people per year, with
a contribution from the state of about six million euros.
At the other extreme we find organisations such as ASTI
or La Cimade, which carry out welcoming and legal
support tasks for immigrants with very low budgets.
To the south of the border we do not find organisations
equivalent to ACAL in terms of the volume of funding
and number of employees. Besides the municipal offices
with one or two social workers that we find in municipal-
ities, non-governmental organisations also work in small
premises and have very low budgets.

Staff personnel usually have training in the field of
social work, while among volunteers training is more di-
verse and we find professionals from different fields who
devote their time to volunteering after retirement. For
example, at Restos du Coeur, an organisation dedicated
to welfare functions in Perpignan (distribution of food
and clothing, French-language classes, ete.), the individu-
als responsible for its operation are a retired teacher and
doctor; while in Caritas, an organisation that performs
similar functions in Figueres, the person in charge is a
Christian Democrat politician, former deputy and former
mayor, also retired. One difference between the two sides
of the border is that in the south we find more technical
personnel of migrant origin, while in the north the pres-
ence of migrant personnel is greater among volunteers.

Volunteers constitute a major part of the human re-
sources of the organisations that work for the reception
of people of migrant origin. This is true in both large
and small organisations, as well as in those that have a
greater volume of contracted personnel. The profile of
volunteers corresponds mainly to native women over 60
years of age. We also find some volunteers from migrant
backgrounds. This is a very diverse collective, essential
for the operation of welcoming, but which nevertheless
presents some formative shortcomings that hinder them
from performing their functions in a more professional
way. For example, a 45-year-old psychologist who vol-
unteers in a social organisation of a religious nature
expressed her criticism of other volunteers who were
displaying paternalistic attitudes:

They are older people; they want to help but their
comments are terrible. Sometimes you have people
waiting and you see two volunteers speaking among
themselves in French, but people understand what
they’re saying, and they make derogatory comments
like “Look at her, this one comes here to ask for
help ...”; they’re not doing a professional job.
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In the Principality of Catalonia, the arrival of foreign
population slowed in 2009 due to the economic crisis.
However, welcoming services still have to attend, for
example, to people who find themselves in unexpected
or irregular situations, usually because residence per-
mits are linked to employment contracts, and with the
economic crisis suffered by Spain in the last decade,
unemployment rates have been very steep, reaching 27
percent in 2015. The situation in Northern Catalonia, also
marked by the general context of France, is different.
Many foreign people continue to arrive today, mainly
asylum seekers from a number of different countries,
especially in Eastern Europe, Asia and the Middle East.

In both regions, immigrants discover the existence
of welcoming services mainly through informal channels
and social networks. The woman in charge of one of
the services that offers temporary accommodation to
asylum seekers in Perpignan explained to us that when
a family has to leave, they already have another waiting
at the door before the vacancy is made public through
official channels: “Sometimes there are families at the
door early in the morning; the information reaches them
through Facebook.” Also, in both regions there is a flow
of migrants between different services, guided by the
employees or volunteers themselves, which goes in the
direction of NGOs to the administration and vice versa.
There are even cases in which workers in administration
services end up directing, sotto voce, migrants to social
protest movements such as the PAH (Platform for Peo-
ple Affected by Mortgages)® in the Principality, which,
among other things, gives advice on how to occupy apart-
ments repossessed by banks. An important difference
between the two sides of the border is the much more
decisive presence of the administration of the state in
France, which in large part directs the reception of indi-
viduals going through the process of demanding asylum,
while in Spain the state administration is present only in
terms of the regulation of foreigners, not their reception,
which, in accordance with Law 10/2010 mentioned above,
is the responsibility of the regional government, with the
collaboration of local authorities.

Unfortunately, given the difficulty of knowing how
many undocumented people reach these countries, we
do not have the possibility of offering precise figures, but
through speaking with agents who work in welcoming
services we can deduce that the arrival of new immi-
grants in the Principality is at this moment much lower
than that observed in Northern Catalonia.

Weak financing limits the action of the organisations
that work to assist the migrant population on both sides
of the border. However, the main limitation of welcoming
actions on the southern side of the border is, according to
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people from the organisations, the lack of housing to ac-
commodate immigrants, while in the north the action of
the organisations is most limited by the lack of regulari-
sation of immigrants by the state. That is, in all the inter-
views conducted to the south of the border, the absence
of mechanisms to provide accommodation for arriving
refugees or immigrants who cannot afford to pay rent ap-
pears as a recurrent theme, whereas in all the interviews
from the north side of the border, the recurring theme is
the great weight that humanitarian organisations must
carry in order to handle asylum claims, bring appeals to
the court of justice to fight expulsion proceedings or at-
tend to the urgent needs of people in irregular situations
and therefore deprived of social coverage. This does not
mean that to the south there are no legal problems nor to
the north housing problems, but this is where the people
who work in the organisations place the emphasis.

As the informants explain in the interviews, newly
arrived immigrants in the welcoming country are usually
unaware of the functioning of the public administration
and especially the administration of justice. Because of
this, welcoming in itself often consists of first providing
advice on these topics. The tightening of administrative
procedures for foreigners, however, has meant that on
both the south and north of the Catalan border, legal
advice is one of the main tasks undertaken by organisa-
tions working in welecoming. For example, in the Princi-
pality, Caritas has ten employees (six lawyers and four
technicians) who travel to different towns on the south
side of the border providing legal consultation services.
In Northern Catalonia, difficulties in obtaining asylum
status, and the large number of rejected applications,
have resulted in many organisations being overwhelmed
at this time with a task they perform in a very serious
and professional way, despite the fact that volunteers
often do this work.

Assistance services are also an important part of the
actions carried out by organisations working in welcoming.
These consist primarily of the distribution of food, cloth-
ing and monetary aid south of the border, and the same
services plus emergency accommodation to the north.
The need for assistance was one reason for the founding
of many of these organisations, some of them, such as
Caritas and Secours Catholique — both centenarian — with
the aim of providing the most disadvantaged citizens with
basic social rights not provided by the state at the time
these entities were created and that continue, in the case
of immigrants, to be neglected by the state administration.
The danger of being trapped in the dynamies of their state
is leading some of these entities to rethink their role in
relation to the administration. As expressed by an activist
at the ASTI in Perpignan during an interview,
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there is such a serious humanitarian crisis in France
that solidarity networks have been launched every-
where, but in the end this poses a problem because
you cannot do this non-stop. We need to put it at a
more general political level. It cannot be that we get
to the point where the associations do the work of
the state.

Training is also one of the pillars of welcoming and is
one of the activities that involves the greatest number of
people, both volunteers of these organisations and immi-
grants. Training also mobilises many economie, space and
management resources of organisations. In Northern
Catalonia, learning French is arguably the centre of the
welcoming action, while in the Principality, learning the
language is just another aspect of training. On both sides
of the border, training is important for labour insertion
and for the processing of permits for migrants to be able
to reside stably in the country.

On both sides of the border, welcoming is understood
by the agents themselves, as stated in our interviews, as
“being attentive to the needs of the other” and “knowing
how to listen to people who come to the organisations,
helping them, first of all, to feel calm, and accompany
them in the process of stabilising their situation in the
country receiving them.” However, the general context
of the country in terms of migratory flows and state
policies weighs heavily on the view of welcoming. While
in the Principality the arrival of new migrant population
decreased a decade ago, large numbers of asylum seek-
ers continue to arrive in Northern Catalonia and soon
become deboutés — that is, dismissed from the public
system. In view of this, we find a critical attitude from
people who participate in some of the more politically
oriented organisations and believe that the Spanish and
French states are deploying a policy of non-reception
that is leading to a situation of humanitarian crisis. Some
volunteers consider that subsidies to organisations to
carry out welfare tasks run the risk of becoming a way
for the state to control them.

Welcoming also involves a process of integration,
but the concept of integration is controversial. Its in-
terpretation swings between two extremes: assimilation
and inclusion. Here, we can also make a distinction —
more marked north than south of the border due to the
greater weight of the state administration in the north
compared to greater local autonomy in the south -
between organisations working in weleoming programs
funded by the state and those working from a more crit-
ical standpoint or even openly opposed to the migration
policies of Europe.

In Northern Catalonia, as we have seen above, some
organisations manage a substantial budget of public
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funds to cover the housing needs of asylum-seeking im-
migrants at the behest of the government. One of the in-
dividuals working in one of these organisations affirmed
that people who are staying in their establishments
“need integration,” and when asked to explain what this
means, they replied, “Learning to use a microwave when
you come from Sudan may seem obvious, but ....” This
is an interpretation of integration in an assimilationist
mode, based on an ethnic prejudice according to which
the Sudanese are people who are ignorant regarding the
operation of household appliances.

The view of welcoming is quite different, though,
when we speak to volunteers from these organisations
who have a migrant background themselves. For ex-
ample, a volunteer, of Romanian origin, working in an
organisation in Northern Catalonia coordinating French
courses for foreigners explained that she always advises
people who attend French-language courses to preserve
the culture and language from their countries and trans-
mit this to their children: “If you talk about your country,
they will be of the French culture and the culture of
your country as well. They will have two; cultures add
up.” Similarly, another volunteer, of Moroccan origin,
in an organisation in the Principality expressed their
disagreement with the concept of integration as follows:
“When you integrate you form part of a mass, assimi-
late an environment, and cease to be you.” We see here
that some visions of welcoming come into play in these
organisations that are more oriented to inclusion than to
assimilation.

Regardless of the views of individual volunteers and
staff of welcoming, the orientation of public welcome pol-
icies is driven by government agencies and is therefore
different on the two sides of the border. The government
largely determines the discourses and practices on the
welcoming of migrants at the level of daily practice, by
the organisations that work in welecoming and especially
by the people who are carrying out the organisations’
activities. However, as we have seen, there is a critical
reflection on this practice by the agents themselves both
north and south of the Catalan border.

Conclusions

In this article we have presented the reception and
welcoming of immigrants from the point of view of the
organisations that carry out these actions, and more
specifically the people who work or volunteer in them
or collaborate as activists. We have situated the study
in two border regions of two member states of the
European Union that, together, make up a Eurodistrict
— a cross-border cooperation area with a shared national
past. However, despite the historical-cultural continuity
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and the geographical proximity of the main cities, Figue-
res and Perpignan, the different legal and administrative
situations in the two states have a decisive influence on
the type and functions of their welcome systems.

We note that the greater presence of the French
state in organisations in Northern Catalonia limits their
capacity for initiative; hence, they focus mainly on pro-
viding legal support and teaching of the French language.
On the other side of the border, the decentralised admin-
istration of Spain has enabled Catalonia, a region with a
strong desire to self-determine its own legislation, such
as the reception of the migrant population, to develop a
law that opens the door to inclusion policies. However,
in light of the tendency to identify the French model as
assimilationist, the historical experience of a territory
such as Northern Catalonia is an important factor in
understanding welcoming by the local population. An
informant from Perpignan told us the following anecdote:
A middle-class Algerian couple had immigrated to Mar-
seille for a matter related to the health of their young
daughter. Unfortunately, in Marseille they were badly
advised and her situation worsened. Through Facebook,
they learned that there was a very active movement in
Perpignan and they decided to go there, where one of
the organisations fighting for the defence of the rights
of immigrants welcomed them and found them a place to
live. Undoubtedly, the memory of the Retreat has had a
certain influence in making this region a land of welcome,
a discourse that we have also seen in Catalonia, but on
the institutional level.

Our research leads us to conclude that there is an
activist movement in Northern Catalonia that is strongly
committed to welcoming in the face of a political and
legislative context that displays the opposite tendency.
In contrast, in Catalonia, the organisations dedicated to
welcoming actions have a more collaborative approach
to government institutions and are not as combative as
in the north. This is due to the existence of a public wel-
coming network that offers services and resources aimed
at facilitating knowledge of the environment and of the
public and private resources available to migrants. This
public network, although it favours more coordinated
action between public services and non-governmental
organisations, is not capable of responding to all the
needs of newcomers — especially irregular migrants — or
those needs that derive from insufficient development of
social welfare policies, which are often the responsibil-
ity of the regional and local government (Spencer and
Delvino 2019).

According to our analysis, even though both
cases show different responses toward welcoming
migrants, they also demonstrate the effects of multilevel
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governance of immigration on various domains, espe-
cially the consequences of different national models of
immigration and the difficulties of the regional and local
governments to design and implement policies adapted to
their reality, and not only in consonance with the national
perspective. According to Gebhardt (2014), our research
demonstrates the necessity not only to improve and
reconcile national and local perspectives on integration
policies, but also to improve the coordination and cooper-
ation between different levels of government.

From our work, we draw some conclusions that
may be relevant to understanding the current level of
European integration in connection with the migratory
phenomenon. First, we observe certain differences in
reception to the north and south of the Catalan border
that can teach us something about the conditions that give
rise to a relatively welcoming society. To begin with, more
money does not necessarily imply more welcome. We have
been able to observe that organisations located on the
French side of the border dispose of more resources from
public budgets than those on the Spanish side, which, for
example, do not have mechanisms in place for emergency
housing for newly arrived immigrants. This, however, does
not mean that reception is more developed to the north
than to the south. That is, reception is not something that
can be assessed only in terms of public funding devoted
to it. Rather, we observe that a decentralised administra-
tion closer to the territory in question responds better
to the needs of humanitarian organisations working in
welcoming than a more centralised state administration
like that of the French, despite the latter’s greater finan-
cial resources. In this sense, Catalonia has been able to
develop a reception law of its own that, despite insufficient
funding, is valued positively by people who work in the
field of reception, either as volunteers or as employees of
humanitarian organisations.

Another important element in analysing the condi-
tions that make a society more inclined to be welcoming
is undoubtedly the experience of recent history. The fact
of being a region of southern Europe, where migrations
have been an integral part of the demographic dynamics
at least since the beginning of the twentieth century,
seem to have predisposed certain local actors — as is
evident from our interviews, especially in Northern
Catalonia — toward a proactive attitude in welcoming
immigrants for humanitarian reasons. Yet at the same
time, we must not forget that the xenophobic extreme
right has obtained increasing electoral support here, as
in all of Europe. The situation is therefore quite complex
and contradictory.

Finally, it should be noted that, at present, a new-
comer’s experience will differ depending on whether they
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arrive in Figueres or Perpignan. Despite geographical
proximity, despite being in a Catalan country in both the
north and south and despite having reached the same
Eurodistrict, it must be emphasised that state political
borders exert the primary role in the daily lives of immi-
grants, even within a common policy space, as is the EU.
Thus, all those facilities promoted by Eurodistricts for
the exchange and proximity of inhabitants of cross-bor-
der areas within the EU, do not apply to the migrant
population or their reception.

To conclude, and regarding what we have just said,
the term “welcoming” is at least as polysemic as “in-
tegration.” When we speak of welecoming, we speak of
different visions that coincide with the same action (or
actions), which are more or less agreed upon. However,
depending on the position of the agents working to facil-
itate welcoming on behalf of the state, (from more akin
to more critical), the vision of reception may vary funda-
mentally. Therefore, it is difficult to expect coordinated
action between all stakeholders involved, given that in
reality, they understand welcoming differently, even
when not in mutually contradictory ways (following an
administrative procedure exactly versus seeking alter-
natives to skirt legal channels). Rather than speaking
about weleoming, we should speak about welcomings,
in the plural. We can say that welcoming is a practice
that has many paths, which may open different doors of
integration into society.
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Notes

1 See Eurodistrict of the Catalan Cross-Border Area, “What
Is the Catalan Crossborder Area?,” n.d. http://www.
eurodistricte.cat/en/what-catalan-crossborder-area.

2 For example, employment opportunities, fostering social
capital, affordable and suitable housing, educational
opportunities, accessible health care, safety and
favourable media coverage, among others (see
Esses et al. 2010).

3 On the concept of integration, see Oliver (2016).
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4 See “P-0.: I'ancien flic dénonce la chasse ‘aux faux
clandestins,” LIndépendant, 12 April 2018. https:/www.
lindependant.fr/2018/04/12/p-o-lancien-flic-denonce-la-
chasse-aux-faux-clandestins,3915440.php.

In Western Arabic, chibani means “white hair” or elder.

6 For more information, see data from the Spanish National
Statistical Institute or the Catalan Statistical Institute.

7 'Thus, for example, in 2010 the Spanish government filed
an appeal of unconstitutionality against article 9 of the
Catalan law for the reception of immigrants.

8 The register of inhabitants is an administrative register
that identifies the individuals that live in a given
municipality in the Spanish state. Legislation allows
registered foreigners, even those who are in an irregular
situation, to access a series of basic services; however,
to be able to access them, they must be registered.
Additionally, it is usually a document that certifies the date
of arrival in the country. For all these reasons, foreigners
have incentives to register, even if they are not in a
regularised administrative situation.

9 The Platform for People Affected by Mortgages is a social
movement in favour of the right to housing that came
into being in 2009 at the height of the eviction crisis in
Spain. Many of the people affected by this problem were
foreigners, and PAH has become the most important
actor in providing support and advice to the people
affected.
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