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Opinion Column: Two Ways of Seeing

SPAIN VS. UK: TWO MODELS OF ECONOMIC IMMIGRATION

By John News (Writing from Llançà, Catalonia)

THE ANCHOR

Having spent decades reporting from London before settling in Llançà, the contrast between the 
British and Spanish approaches to economic immigration could not be starker. The United Kingdom
has constructed a rigid, points-based system designed to align migration strictly with labor market 
shortages, enforcing clear borders and denying access to public funds to those without formal status.
Spain, by contrast, relies heavily on informal entry followed by pragmatic regularizations through 
arraigo (social or labor integration after years of residency) and access to basic healthcare and 
education via local municipal registration (empadronamiento).

From a realistic governance perspective, the Spanish model incentivizes a dangerous paradox. By 
allowing hundreds of thousands of individuals to live and work in the shadow economy for three 
years until they qualify for arraigo, the state inadvertently fosters a vulnerable underground class, 
suppresses low-end wages, and overburdens municipal social services that are funded by formal 
taxpayers. Regularizations, while compassionate in intent, act as a structural pull factor that signals 
to human trafficking networks that illegal entry eventually leads to full legal status.

A sovereign nation must be able to select, manage, and limit the flow of workers according to its 
economic capacity. When a country replaces orderly legal channels with periodic amnesties and 
universal access to local services regardless of legal status, it forfeits the ability to plan its public 
infrastructure, strains the welfare state, and erodes the public consent necessary to sustain open and 
tolerant societies.

THE HORIZON

To view migration solely through the cold lens of administrative quotas and border enforcement is 
to misunderstand both economics and human nature. While the British model promises total 
control, its hostile environment policy has often led to severe labor shortages in agriculture, 
eldercare, and hospitality, while driving undocumented migrants into total invisibility without 
access to basic rights or medical care.

Spain’s pragmatic combination of municipal registration (empadronamiento) and legal pathways via
arraigo reflects a deeply humanistic understanding of social reality. People do not vanish simply 
because a legal visa was denied. By guaranteeing access to primary health services and public 
schooling from the moment a person registers in a municipality, Spain prevents public health crises,
ensures social cohesion among children, and avoids creating a completely marginalized, desperate 
underclass living on the margins of civilization.



Furthermore, arraigo is not an open door or a free pass; it is a contract of integration. It requires 
evidence of years of peaceful cohabitation, language proficiency, and a formal job offer before 
granting full legal working rights. In an aging continent desperate to sustain its demographic crisis 
and pension systems, bringing shadow workers into the formal tax-paying economy through 
realistic regularizations is not an act of weakness—it is the ultimate expression of democratic 
pragmatism and human dignity.
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