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Immigration Models: British Resolve vs. Spain's Pull Factor 

Looking out over the northern stretch of the Costa Brava from Llançà where the border with France 
lies just beyond the hills, one is constantly reminded of what it means to live in a borderland—a 
place of transit, arrival, and historical crossroads. Yet the critical debate surrounding European 
migration management cannot remain confined to geography or well-intentioned rhetoric. When 
comparing the United Kingdom’s immigration model with that of Spain—and observing the direct, 
acute impact the latter imposes on Catalonia—the gap between structural efficacy and 
administrative neglect becomes impossible to ignore.

Within this framework, the common platforms of Anchor and Horizon cannot be treated as 
equivalent options. While the UK, despite its internal political disputes, has constructed a firm 
framework centered on enforcement, verification, and legal compliance, the Spanish model has 
devolved into a dysfunctional mechanism that generates an unsustainable pull factor, leaving 
Catalonia in a position of extreme structural vulnerability.

1. The British Model: Internal Verification and Systemic Enforcement

The United Kingdom has reshaped its immigration architecture around the principles of state 
accountability and legal compliance. Following its exit from the European Union and the 
implementation of the points-based system, the UK prioritized orderly, economically aligned entry.

However, the defining advantage of the British system does not lie merely at the border checkpoint; 
it lies within its internal control mechanisms:

• Elimination of the Informal Labor Market: In the UK, gaining employment without legal
status or a valid National Insurance number is exceptionally difficult. Workplace 
inspections, coupled with severe financial and legal penalties for non-compliant employers, 
act as an effective deterrent against shadow economies.

• Controlled Access to Housing and Services: Under the compliance framework 
(historically designated as the Hostile Environment policy), accessing private residential 
leases (Right to Rent checks) and non-emergency public services requires strict verification 
of legal status.

• Absence of Automatic Regularization Avenues: The UK system does not grant legal 
residence simply through physical presence over time or municipal registration.

While the British model faces ongoing domestic scrutiny, its institutional architecture is 
fundamentally designed to prevent illegal entry from converting into a viable, long-term 
administrative pathway.



2. The Spanish Framework: The Padrón Fraud, Amnesty, and the Pull Factor

At the opposite end of the spectrum lies Spain, whose immigration framework incentives 
irregularity through systemic loopholes.

The cornerstone of Spanish migration policy relies on arraigo (social, labor, or educational 
settlement), a mechanism allowing undocumented individuals to apply for legal status after proving 
continuous residence (typically two to three years). Combined with institutional laxity, this creates a
deeply flawed incentive structure:

1. The Municipal Register (Padrón) as an Unfiltered Entry Point: Spanish law obliges 
municipalities to register any resident on the padrón, regardless of legal status or housing 
legality. This requirement has fueled a thriving black market for fraudulent registrations, 
granting immediate access to public services without any initial border control or status 
verification.

2. Tourist Visa Overstays via Major Hubs: A substantial portion of irregular migration into 
Spain does not occur via maritime routes, but through international airports such as Madrid-
Barajas and Barcelona-El Prat. Individuals enter on tourist visas or visa-exempt status and 
intentionally overstay, triggering the countdown required for eventual arraigo 
regularization.

3. Unchecked Informal Work: The chronic lack of labor inspections allows newly arrived 
individuals to enter the underground economy immediately. This uninspected labor market 
exploits workers while financing their illegal stay during the years required to meet 
regularization criteria.

3. Catalonia's Vulnerability: Absorbing Costs Without Competencies

Observing this dynamic from Llançà underscores the singular vulnerability of Catalonia. The region
receives a disproportionate share of incoming migration flows within Spain, yet it operates with its 
hands tied:

• No Border or Flow Control: Catalonia holds zero jurisdictional power to regulate entry, 
manage visa issuance, or determine labor quotas.

• No Enforcement or Deportation Powers: Border management and the execution of 
immigration law remain the exclusive domain of the Spanish central government.

• Asymmetric Pressure on Local Public Services: Meanwhile, the structural burden of 
healthcare, public education, social assistance, and housing rests entirely on the Catalan 
administration and its municipalities.

This structural asymmetry creates immense financial and operational strain on Catalan social 
infrastructure, while Madrid maintains a permissive border posture and an ineffective internal 
control system.
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