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Abstract3

Amid increasing irregular flows of Senegalese migrants to Spanish territories, the two countries entered into a
bilateral agreement in 2007 for a temporary work scheme that ultimately saw the migration of more than 700
Senegalese women for work in the agricultural sector in Spain. Due to a number of factors, including weak-
nesses in the recruitment process on the sending side and the nature of the work on the receiving side, many
of the women subsequently abandoned their posts in search of domestic work or jobs in personal services in
Spanish cities, thus transitioning to irregular status. Using data collected from 525 of these Senegalese migrant
women, this chapter examines how they came to form this unintended cohort of unauthorized migrants and
their experiences as they strive to live, work, and access various social rights in the context of the current Span-
ish labour market and economic crisis. Some measures are suggested to strengthen the management of future
temporary work schemes and protect Senegalese women migrants in Spain. 
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3.1 Introduction123

This chapter focuses on Senegalese women migrants’
economic and social situation (including access to so-
cial protection) in Spain, largely as presented through
their own eyes. These women first came to Spain in
2007 as part of a temporary agricultural work scheme
which they abandoned for various reasons, and then
ended up as migrants with irregular immigration sta-

tus4 in a variety of occupations in the care sector, es-
pecially in domestic work. 

So far, research on Senegalese migration has fo-
cused on three main areas. First, Senegalese interna-
tional (and especially intercontinental) migration is
the object of a large corpus of research, though this
has traditionally been conducted from a strictly global
economic angle, with an emphasis on men and there-
fore without specifying the situation of women (Gar-
reta Bochaca 2001).5 Second, research using the tran-
snational approach in particular has focused signifi-
cantly on non-economic aspects of this migration.

1 Aly Tandian is Director of the ‘Groupe d’Etudes et de
Recherches sur les Migrations & Faits de Sociétés’, Uni-
versité Gaston Berger de Saint-Louis, Senegal.

2 Sylvia I. Bergh is Senior Lecturer in Development Man-
agement and Governance at the International Institute
of Social Studies, Erasmus University Rotterdam, The
Netherlands.

3 We would like to thank the Groupe d’Etudes et de
Recherches sur les Migrations & Faits de Sociétés
(GERM) & Faits de Sociétés, the two anonymous
reviewers, Giulia Sinatti, Thanh-Dam Truong, and Des
Gasper for their valuable support and comments. We
would also like to thank Marianne Dobner and Simone
Tappert for sharing their unpublished work with us.

4 Following the United Nations Educational, Scientific
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However, while transnationality is now one of the
most popular concepts in migration research, the
processes of immigrants’ dynamics in destination
countries such as their moves across sectors have not
been the focus of much scholarly attention (Van Nieu-
wenhuyze 2009: 16, 30). Third, research covering the
migration of women to Spain and other European
countries is widespread (e.g. Gutiérrez-Rodríguez
2010; Lutz 2011). Yet despite feminization trends be-
ing on the rise in Senegalese migration and women
having entered the debate on labour migration man-
agement (e.g. seasonal migration schemes), most aca-
demic research treats them as wives or as independ-
ent, self-employed merchants (commerce de valise)
(e.g. Rosander 2005; Babou 2008; Blanchard 2012).
Research focusing on female migration to Spain or
Europe has further been limited to issues involving mi-
grant remittances to Senegal and family reunification,
and not much has been written about their economic
and social rights (the right to decent work, the right
to adequate housing, the right to social protection,
the right to adequate health care, among others; Apap
2001; Sow 2006; Coulibaly-Tandian 2008). Similarly,
the process of becoming a migrant with ‘irregular sta-
tus’ after having entered a country legally has rarely
been the focus of research.

This chapter therefore contributes to our knowl-
edge by focusing on the independent migration of
women as labour migrants, which can be empowering
for them, but also on the patterns of exclusion that
they face in the country of immigration (Spain, in this
case). The main research question to be addressed
here is: why and how do initially legal temporary
women labour migrants (in the agricultural sector) ac-
quire ‘irregular’ status in Spain, and how do they fare
as such in the domestic work sector? 

Migrants with ‘irregular status’ or ‘undocumented’
or even ‘illegal’ migrants, as they are also often
referred to, have become increasingly a pressing pol-
icy issue at the core of the migration debate, as
undocumented migrants by definition challenge the
system, break laws and rules, and compete with legal
migrants and citizens for job opportunities, while liv-
ing at the core of many European societies and per-
forming much-needed services (Van Nieuwenhuyze
2009: 36–37). 

There is thus an urgent need for a comprehensive
understanding of the integration of Senegalese
women migrants in the (formal and informal) labour
market, with an emphasis on social protection for
workers in sectors such as agriculture and domestic
services where individual migrants appear to be ex-

posed to health risks and social costs such as poison-
ing, food shortages, low wages, overwork, etc. Ac-
cording to the International Labour Organization
(ILO), these issues are crucial to the fundamental
rights of migrants, in particular with reference to the
Decent Work Agenda.6 

The findings presented here are also of considera-
ble policy relevance, given that the EU and its mem-
ber states are considering increasing temporary/sea-
sonal labour schemes in the agricultural sector. Policy-
makers are thus invited to learn from the Senegal
experience how schemes and access to rights can be
improved.

The rest of the chapter is structured as follows.
The next section will discuss the research methodol-
ogy. This is followed by a brief review of Senegalese
migration to the EU and Spain and its legal frame-
work, setting the context for the research findings.
These are presented in two main parts: one dealing
with the temporary agricultural work migration
scheme, and another, more substantive one on the
process of becoming irregular migrants employed in
the domestic work sector in Spain. This is followed by
a discussion of the legal and social implications of mi-
grant workers’ ‘invisibility’. The chapter ends with a
brief assessment of migrant workers’ attempts at
claiming social protection and some conclusions fo-
cusing on the implications of the findings for migra-
tion policy.

3.2 Methodology

This chapter is based on a research project that fo-
cused on the social protection of Senegalese women
migrants operating in agricultural activities and per-
sonal care/domestic work in Spain.7 Given the main
research question mentioned above, the methodology
was designed to elicit insights from the women mi-
grants themselves as much as possible. A survey was
conducted among Senegalese women who were part
of a temporary migration scheme set up by the gov-
ernments of Senegal and Spain in the agricultural sec-
tor, specifically strawberry picking, as well as migrants
who had already arrived in Spain earlier. The majority
of women were workers with an irregular status who
had become such after abandoning agricultural activi-
ties to work as domestic workers. Many of them

6 See <http://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/decent-
work-agenda/social-protection/lang--en/index.htm> (30
October 2012).
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(though it is hard to give exact figures as the women
interviewed mostly did not want to share this informa-
tion) came to Spain on the agricultural work scheme
while their husbands were already in Spain. The hus-
bands did not fulfil the conditions to allow their wives
to join them under family reunification rules (due to
insufficient funds to pay for a large apartment or so-
cial security dues) and some of them instead preferred
to send them money to bribe the Senegalese officials
in order to be selected for the temporary work
scheme (see discussion below). Other women inter-
viewed were in a legally irregular situation because
they had stayed in Spain and worked without a permit
and therefore had not paid their social security contri-
butions. This situation is an obstruction to attempts
to renew their residence permit in Spain. 

In total, 525 Senegalese women migrants in Spain
were surveyed during the period March 2010 to Octo-
ber 2011. The questionnaire included closed and
scaled as well as open questions and focused on their
migration histories, life and work conditions, and eco-
nomic and social situation.8 In addition, semi-struc-
tured interviews were held at both workplaces and
homes with a sub-sample of thirty-three women with
relevant experiences in order to deepen some insights
gained from the survey data, notably the challenges
they face in accessing and/or ensuring respect for
their social protection rights. The meetings with the
respondents were made possible largely through mi-

grant associations and their networks. At the start of
the research, a database was constructed with fifty-
one Senegalese migrant associations in Spain. 

The sampling of the respondents was carried out
by the snowball technique in various Spanish cities
(Barcelona, Lerida, Valencia, Madrid, Murcia, Huelva,
Granada, Malaga, Seville, Almeria, and the Canary Is-
lands). Snowball sampling was necessary because of
the lack of detailed official data on Senegalese
women migrants in Spain that would have allowed for
choosing a representative sample based on socio-pro-
fessional and socio-demographic variables. Selection
criteria of the snowball sample included: gender (fe-
male), profession (working in the agricultural and per-
sonal care sectors), length of stay (having lived in
Spain for at least six months), and length of working
in the same sector (at least three months). For the sur-
vey, an additional selection criterion for choosing the
cities was the density of the Senegalese male and fe-
male migrant population (on this, official data ex-
ists9). As for their educational status, thirty-three per
cent of the women in the sample have completed pri-
mary education, thirty-six per cent have completed
secondary education, and only two per cent have no
education at all.

In the pre-fieldwork phase, interviews were held in
Senegal with officials at the Labour Directorate, the
National Youth Employment Agency, and the Minis-
try of the Interior on the immigration policies and
mechanisms relating to migrants to Spain and the mi-
grant worker selection process. In Spain, officials at
the Senegalese consulate and migrant association
leaders and members were interviewed in order to
contextualize the implementation mechanisms of the
migration scheme and investigate the extent to which
migrants’ rights are respected. 

The main research challenge lay in having to over-
come the suspicion of respondents, some of whom
only agreed to be surveyed or interviewed in the pres-
ence of their husbands (due mainly to sociocultural
norms). Some women wrongly assumed that the re-
searchers were a mixed team of Senegalese and Span-
ish journalists, or that the Senegalese researchers were

7 “La protection sociale des migrantes Sénégalaises évolu-
ant dans les activités agricoles et les services aux par-
ticuliers en Espagne” (translated as “Social and Health
Protection of Women Migrants from Senegal in Agricul-
tural Activity and the Personal Care Industry in Spain”),
research conducted by Le Groupe d’Etudes et de
Recherches sur les Migrations (GERM), Université Gas-
ton Berger de Saint-Louis (Senegal), funded by the Inter-
national Development Research Centre (IDRC), project
number 105463–001. For the final research report, see
Tandian, Coulibaly, Sow, Tall, Wade, Dioh, Dime, Ba,
Badji, Gueye, Mbaye, Tandia, Diallo, Diagne, Mbengue,
Vasquez, Seron, Kebe, Sane, Thiakh, Thioye, Gueye,
Niang, and Ciss. (2011). See also <http://www.germ.sn/
index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=39&
Itemid=106> (30 October 2012). The data collection team
consisted of Senegalese who had lived in Spain for at
least a decade. Some team members were or are enrolled
in the Ph.D. programme at the Complutense University
of Madrid and at Barcelona University.

8 The total number of questions was 261, of which 18
addressed sociological identification, 36 previous activi-
ties and migration patterns, 36 marital and family status,
45 living conditions, 115 working conditions, and 12 the
economic and social situation of migrant women.

9 In Spain, even irregular migrants can sign up with the
padron municipal (the municipal registry), thus gaining
access to social services (e.g. health care). This means
that the country has relatively good estimates of the
numbers of its irregular immigrant population. See the
publications coming out of the MAFE project, which
relied on data from the padron municipal for sampling
purposes (<http://www.mafeproject.com/> (30 Octo-
ber 2012).

http://www.germ.sn/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=39&Itemid=106
http://www.germ.sn/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=39&Itemid=106
http://www.germ.sn/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=39&Itemid=106
http://www.mafeproject.com/
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mere facilitators helping Spanish researchers to collect
information from Senegalese migrants. This distrust
can be explained by the fact that the survey was con-
ducted only shortly after the broadcast, on a large
scale, of Spanish TV documentaries chronicling the
escape of Senegalese women sent to Huelva. Moreo-
ver, prior to the data collection period, a Spanish
newspaper had published articles that drew links be-
tween prostitution and the presence of sub-Saharan
migrants in Spain. Thus, building relationships of
trust was a major challenge and a time-consuming ac-
tivity. Using migrant associations and other gatekeep-
ers and key informants as intermediaries was useful in
this regard. 

3.3 Senegalese migration to the EU 
and Spain: A Brief History and 
Institutional Framework

This section first gives a brief overview of the history
of Senegalese migration to Spain, and then focuses on
the institutional and legal framework governing Sen-
egal–EU and Senegal–Spain migration and the Spanish
labour market. Individual women migrants’ decisions
at the micro-level need to be placed in a broader per-
spective of the functioning of labour markets and
states to understand the possibilities and constraints
they encounter (Van Nieuwenhuyze 2009: 13).

While a detailed history of Senegalese migration
to Europe is beyond the scope of this paper (see Van
Nieuwenhuyze 2009: 67ff.; Kaplan Marcusán 2005), it
is clear that the Structural Adjustment Programme
conducted in Senegal during 1982–1992 resulted in a
combination of economic growth with greater pov-
erty, and a fifty per cent currency devaluation in 1994
increased the importance of remittances from abroad.
More families invested in an international migrant,
with the orientation shifting from France to other
countries such as Italy and Spain, reaching three mil-
lion out of eleven million Senegalese living abroad
(Van Nieuwenhuyze 2009: 72–75).

Citing a 2002 survey of the labour market in
Dakar of the Organisation for Economic Co-opera-
tion and Development (OECD 2005), Van Nieuwen-
huyze (2009: 75) points out that underemployment
(adding the unemployed to those working less than
the official working hours and those working for less
than the minimum wage) “hits nearly 72.5 per cent of
the active population in Dakar”. Apart from poverty
and being pushed by family members, ambition and
curiosity are also important factors in the migration

decision. Indeed, Senegal is a country with a deeply
rooted and long tradition of migration. The journey is
assimilated in Senegalese society as something posi-
tive because it is supposed to build character and al-
low the one leaving to acquire material and/or intan-
gible goods, even though it may entail difficult
experiences. Migration thus represents for many
young Senegalese the ability to access a first job that
they would have little chance of finding in their own
country (Bocquier 1992), while their elders see it as
the only solution to improve a daily life marked by the
“goorgoorlu” or “daily getting by” (Fall 1998). Particu-
larly now that education no longer represents social
mobility in Senegal, (temporary) migration is seen by
all segments of society as the only way to survive eco-
nomically and, more importantly, to be someone (Van
Nieuwenhuyze 2009: 76; see also Riccio 2001). As we
will see below, in the face of Europe’s closed doors,
immigrants develop strategies to circumvent migra-
tion laws, as “legal and bureaucratic obstacles to mi-
gration and settlement are seen not as absolute barri-
ers, but as factors to be taken into account in personal
strategies, migration networks and community infra-
structures” (Van Nieuwenhuyze 2009: 77, citing Cas-
tles 2002). 

Though “the Senegalese migration to France has
long been boosted by the special relations with the
former colonial power, ease of movement and linguis-
tic ties, French being the official language of Senegal”
(Tall 2008: 42), the key turning points were the clo-
sure of French borders to labour migration in 1974
and the introduction in 1985 of visas for some African
nationals, including Senegal, issued under certain con-
ditions under the Schengen Agreement (Tall 2008).
These processes affected the profiles of Senegalese
migrants as well as their conditions of departure, ar-
rival, settlement, and mobility. They also intensified
the feminization of Senegalese migration to France as
after 1974 family reunification became a major means
of legal entry into France. Moreover, Senegalese mi-
grants increasingly migrated to Spain and Italy, re-
flecting a change “in the spatial configuration of their
mobility in Europe” (Coulibaly-Tandian 2008: 72).

Several factors explain this redeployment to Spain.
In its early days, mainly “illegal” migrants were at-
tracted by the relative permeability of the Spanish bor-
ders. Later, although Spain had begun to implement a
migration policy in 1985 (see below), there were gaps.
The Senegalese, like other migrants who arrived in
the country, took advantage of legal loopholes to en-
ter and settle there, especially because of the possibil-
ity of bringing their families to the country (Robin
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1996). The choice of Spain can also be explained by
its economic dynamism in the labour-intensive small
and medium enterprises and industries sector (espe-
cially in its vibrant underground economy) that re-
quired a massive and low-skilled workforce (Tall
2008). 

To this diversification in terms of new destinations
was added a diversification of origins, categories, and
profiles of migrants. The profile of the migrant can-
not be reduced to the classical picture of a rural and
illiterate male. “The old figure of Senegalese migrants
made up of rural and illiterate gives way – but without
disappearing – to new players who have strong profes-
sional or human capital and are, generally, from the
urban areas” (Tandian 2008: 366).

Here, women are gaining increasing importance
among the migrating Senegalese. Most of them mi-
grate within family reunification schemes, or to work
or study. In doing so, some migrate legally and others
illegally. Coming in the name of family reunification
does not prevent these women from having an eco-
nomic migratory project, however, even prior to their
departure from Senegal. Today, Senegalese women
migrants in Europe, generally speaking, have very var-
ied characteristics and profiles both in regard to their
geographical origins and socio-economic and educa-
tion levels and motivations for migration. And what-
ever their migration conditions are, they almost all
carry an individual and family economic migratory
project (Coulibaly-Tandian 2008).

Indeed, the migration of Senegalese women to
Spain has reached unprecedented numbers. Accord-
ing to the National Institute of Statistics, in 2009
there were 56,048 Senegalese in Spain, of whom
46,858 were men and 9,190 women (Instituto Na-
cional de Estadística 2009).10 These data are however
to be put in perspective since many Senegalese living
in Spain had not been identified at the time of the
census. Most Senegalese women migrants are settled
in Catalonia and Andalucía. This trend is reinforced
as Spain is implementing quota policies resulting in
employment contracts that favour women, as we will
see below. 

While the main focus of this chapter is on Senega-
lese women migrants who came to Spain as part of a
temporary agricultural work scheme which they sub-
sequently abandoned, mainly to work in the personal

care sector, there is of course also the second, and ar-
guably much larger, category of Senegalese women
migrants who came to Spain independently of this or
any other scheme (see García-Cano 2002). The latter
generally work in the trade in exotic products, the ca-
tering and hotel sector, hairdressing, and personal
care/domestic work. It should also be noted that it is
not uncommon to find women who combine several
activities. Although these women, often without profes-
sional training, have more chance of finding a job in
Spain than in Senegal, they are concentrated in precar-
ious, poorly paid, and low-status sectors. There are
however also health workers and teachers for whom it
is easier to obtain a visa to enter Spain as they fulfil the
conditions (bank statement, professional identity card,
etc.) and are considered by the Spanish consular au-
thorities more likely to return to Senegal. These
women often apply for a short-stay visa but then over-
stay their visas and acquire irregular immigration status.

We now turn to a short discussion of the changes
in the Spanish economy and the labour market as well
as the migration framework to provide the context for
the research findings.

Since the economic downturn of the 1970s, many
European countries have experienced post-industrial
economic restructuring, in which Fordist structures of
mass production and rigid labour markets have been
replaced by highly fluid and flexible production ar-
rangements and labour markets, with an emphasis on
new intermediate and support services, locational ad-
vantage, and changes in private consumption pat-
terns. The ‘casualization’ of employment is reflected
in downgraded and informal sectors staffed by mi-
grant workers. Their lives and strategies are heavily in-
fluenced by the degree of protection in the labour
market and the rules for redistributing welfare bene-
fits by the state (Van Nieuwenhuyze 2009: 31, 34). 

Spain has only recently (in the last two decades)
changed from being a labour exporter to becoming a
country of net immigration. The low productivity sec-
tors (intensive agriculture, tourism, construction, and
small industries) have had to become dependent on
immigrant workers from poor countries in order to
stay competitive. These have also increasingly become
part of the informal or underground economy which
in 2000 represented twenty-two per cent of the total
economy. Furthermore, temporary and part-time jobs
represent more than thirty per cent of all jobs (Van
Nieuwenhuyze 2009: 46–48; see also European Mi-
gration Network (EMN) 2010). 

Spain’s recent status as a net immigration coun-
try11 and pressure from the EU explain the relatively

10  Data for 2009 were obtained from the online database
of “Municipal Register Population Figures” available at:
<http://www.ine.es/jaxi/menu.do?type=pcaxis&path=%
2Ft20%2Fe245&file=inebase&L> (19 November 2012).

http://www.ine.es/jaxi/menu.do?type=pcaxis&path=%2Ft20%2Fe245&file=inebase&L
http://www.ine.es/jaxi/menu.do?type=pcaxis&path=%2Ft20%2Fe245&file=inebase&L
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rapid development of new laws imposing visas and
work and residence permits, and establishing social
and political rights. Most authors seem to agree that
these represent an “ineffective attempt to organize le-
gal entry, curtail illegal entry and regularize those al-
ready inside” (Van Nieuwenhuyze 2009: 37–38, citing
Freeman 1995). This outcome reflects the tension be-
tween two opposite policy logics: compliance with
strict border control polices as demanded by the EU

the one hand, and the fulfilment of the need for un-
skilled workers in agriculture, industry, and services
on the other (Van Nieuwenhuyze 2009: 49). 

This tension explains the existence of legal restric-
tions that hardly allow other working possibilities for
immigrants than the work in specific niches marked
by precariousness and uncertainty and defined as
“new employment mines” (Agrela Romero/Gil Araujo
2005: 5, cited in Dobner/Tappert 2010: 7). As a conse-
quence, three-quarters of the immigrants in Spain work
in five labour market sectors: domestic work, agricul-
ture, hotels and catering, construction, and the retail
trade. These sectors represent less than forty per cent
of the labour market (Dobner/Tappert 2010: 7).12

The first Spanish law to regulate immigration was
the ‘Foreigners Act’ in 1985, widely regarded as con-
troversial, restrictive, and discriminatory. It was re-
placed by a new ‘Foreigners Act’ in 2000 that hard-
ened many conditions, including increasing the
period of residence required for individual regulariza-
tion from two to five years (Van Nieuwenhuyze 2009:
49).13 Regularization campaigns have been used on six
occasions (1986, 1991, 1996, 2000, 2001, and 2005) to
try to address issues of exploitation and marginaliza-
tion. As Van Nieuwenhuyze (2009: 50) states, “by le-
galizing all immigrants they give migrants living in
Spain without a working permit or residence permit
access to a legal and administrative status and facili-

tate their access to markets (labour, housing, banking,
etc.) and public services (social security, education,
health, personal social services, etc.)”. The campaigns
could however be criticized as providing strong incen-
tives for further undocumented migration. Spain also
adopted a quota system in 1993, but instead of attract-
ing new workers, it functions more as a concealed reg-
ularization mechanism for migrants with irregular sta-
tus already in Spain. A complicating factor is Spain’s
advanced degree of decentralization, which means
that migration issues require the collaboration of both
national and local levels (Van Nieuwenhuyze 2009:
46, 50).

As a receiver of circular migration, Spain has con-
siderable experience with non-European groups, par-
ticularly Moroccan workers. The first major Moroc-
can migration to Spain in search of work occurred in
the 1980s and was aimed at the agricultural areas of
Catalonia’s Maresme region, at a time when Moroc-
can citizens could travel to Spain without a visa. Both
then and in the 1990s (after the visa requirement was
introduced in 1991 but when irregular migration be-
tween Morocco and Spain was still in practice an easy
option), many of the Moroccan migrants were actu-
ally practising circular migration, combining their
work and period of residence in Spain for some
months with farming activity and maintaining their
family and home in Morocco. When irregular immi-
gration became more difficult due to legal changes
and increased monitoring of the Straits of Gibraltar
(mainly since 2002), this kind of back-and-forth migra-
tion became impossible, especially for immigrants
whose situation was still irregular and who did not
wish to risk having to return to Morocco. From then
on, circular migration was regulated through interna-
tional agreements and was legally channelled via quo-
tas. Romanians, Bulgarians, Moroccans, Ecuadorians,
and Colombians made up the bulk of this contingent
until the first two nationalities became able to migrate
freely from January 2009. The total number of immi-
grants using this channel, mainly for seasonal agricul-
tural labour migration, is very small compared to the
total inflow, although, following the restrictions im-
posed on the arrival of new labour immigration as a
result of the economic crisis, it has become one of the
few means of legal immigration (González Enríquez
2011).

In terms of social policies, the Spanish welfare sys-
tem pays lower benefits compared to other OECD
countries, relying on family networks. As for mi-
grants, “since the 2000 law, legal immigrants have the
same civil and social rights as Spanish nationals, and

11 Spain saw a more than fivefold increase in the number
of immigrants between 2000 and 2010, though annual
growth has declined significantly since 2008 (EMN
2010: 19–20). Despite the rapid increase, (legal) immi-
grants represent only two per cent of the country’s pop-
ulation (Solé/Parella 2003: 121–122). In 2006, four per
cent of the total immigrant population in Spain was
from sub-Saharan Africa (see Lessault/Beauchemin
2009).

12 See also Corkill (2001) for a discussion of the Spanish
labour market for migrants.

13 For more details on the 1985 Immigration Law and sub-
sequent legal changes, see Solé/Parella (2003: 127ff.)
and Mendoza (2001: 169ff.).

(of which Spain has been a member since 1986) on



From Temporary Work in Agriculture to Irregular Status in Domestic Service 53

undocumented immigrants have the right to basic so-
cial rights such as free access to public health care
services, free compulsory education (three to sixteen
years), and the very scarce public housing. This is
based on the criterion of residence, explaining why
even undocumented immigrants inscribe in the cen-
sus” (Van Nieuwenhuyze 2009: 51). However, specific
policies are mostly reactive, and “many migrants rely
on third-sector organisations and social services that
help undocumented immigrants, often with support
from state administrations”, though these are very
much locality-specific (Van Nieuwenhuyze 2009: 51–
52, citing Domingo/Kaplan/Gómez Gil 2000). 

In short, current migration policies, a segmented
labour market, and a growing informal economy in
Spain have led to an ethnicized and gendered labour
market. Solé and Parella (2003: 124) define the Span-
ish labour market as ‘ethno-stratified‘, in which immi-
grants are employed in the lowest positions, due to,
among other reasons, the discriminatory practices of
employers and the state, rather than a lack of qualifi-
cations. 

Indeed, it has been argued that in Spain, the immi-
grants from the Third World, from different races and
cultures, are facing racist oppression in addition to
that related to their social class or gender. “This three-
pronged oppression puts the migrants in a position of
extreme subordination regarding the power relations
within the host society” (Solé 1994: 15). In other
words, Senegalese women of different culture and
skin colour experience many difficulties in the Span-
ish labour market. This is especially the case in the do-
mestic work sector, where, as Falquet, Hirata, Ker-
goat, Labari, Le Feuvre and Sow (2010: 101) observe,
women are by definition ‘invisible’ to outsiders, “sup-
porting children and the elderly and other hardly ‘de-
localizable’ tasks, performed in families whose in-
come allows the outsourcing of those activities in a
specific social relationship, the one of domesticity.
These women are most often without legal status [...]
and have frequently left their own children and ex-
tended family in the country. Opinions differ on the
consequences of their migration, because they are
based on a sociocentric [and Western ethnocentric]
conception of what is women’s autonomy or the ‘sub-
ject’ and her ‘desire’, although of course, the individual-
ity of these women cannot be reduced to the work they
perform and that they have often not chosen to do.” 

These observations are linked to those made by
feminist economists who have shown that deregula-
tion and free market policies have created working
conditions rather unfavourable for women. These pol-

icies have increased the supply of certain jobs on the
one hand but increased women’s workload of paid
and unpaid work on the other. This brings out the
problem of reproduction and/or extensions of do-
mestic work in the North, a question often concealed
in conventional analysis (Sassen 2000). Irianto and
Truong (this volume, chapter 2), analyzing the trans-
formation of relations that organize domestic work,
point out that such work “must be seen as contextual
and nested in a mixture of care-related institutions
within a broader policy framework concerning gender
equality, the family, and women’s economic participa-
tion in a nation state”. We will return to some of these
observations below with regard to the Spanish case.

3.4 The Temporary Agricultural Work 
Scheme: Process and Outcomes

This section discusses the temporary agricultural
work scheme launched in 2007 that included more
than 700 Senegalese women coming to Spain for
three to six months, starting in January 2008 for the
strawberry harvest in Huelva; many subsequently
abandoned their workplaces to find other jobs,
mainly in the personal care sector in Spain. The main
dimensions of this case study are illustrative of other,
similar schemes around the world14 and include weak-
nesses in the selection processes and hardships in the
work itself linked to the nature of the work contracts,
the relationship with the employer, living conditions,
and finally, the nature of the work itself.

Before considering the case in more detail, it is
useful to briefly review the main legal provisions for
temporary migration to Spain. Indeed, the bulk of the
temporary and circular migration entering Spain is co-
ordinated through recruitment schemes for agricul-
ture (EMN 2010: 14). The general legal framework es-
tablished by Organic Law 4/2000 introduced the
possibility of residence and work permits for seasonal
work under a special scheme while maintaining the as-
sociation with the ‘contingent’ (Contingente de Tra-
bajadores Extranjeros), the general programme for
foreign seasonal workers who do not enjoy free circu-
lation within the EU labour market. Newland, Agu-
nias, Dovelyn and Terrazas (2008: 7) summarize the
key features of the programme as follows. 

14 For example, see Siregar (2010), Morgan and Nolan
(2011) and Irianto and Truong (chap. 2 above) for simi-
lar issues with bilateral agreements on Indonesian
migrants.
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It is annually adjusted by province and sector according
to needs and establishes an easy procedure for hiring
seasonal workers, for no more than nine months per
year. The Contingente encourages circular migration
with a combination of demands and incentives. First, it
requires participating migrants to sign a binding com-
mitment to return to their country of origin at the end
of the work season. Migrants must register with a Span-
ish consulate in their origin country; the consulate then
monitors compliance. A worker who returns home can
participate in the program again without going through
the selection process. After four years of following the
rules, the migrant gains easier access to permanent
work authorization. 

The recruitment of seasonal workers in their coun-
tries of origin has thus come to be one of the main
ways of managing migration flows and an important
source of labour for seasonal work. Through this sys-
tem, employers can offer temporary or seasonal jobs
and contract work for a specific project. According to
the provisions of article 39 of Organic Law 4/2000,
vacancies can be generic or nominative (for hiring
named individuals; EMN 2010: 20–21, 27; see also
Kohnert 2007: 17).

Since 2000, bilateral agreements have constituted
an important mechanism for recruiting workers (both
stable and seasonal) in their country of origin. None-
theless, since 2004, the agreements have included a
new dimension that now entails, in addition to
worker recruitment procedures, flow control, the pre-
vention of illegal immigration, readmission proce-
dures, and development cooperation. These “second
generation” framework agreements on migration aim
to adapt the profile of workers to the structure of de-
mand in the Spanish labour market while also foster-
ing the development of countries of origin. At least in
theory, they include actions to distribute information
on channels of legal migration and the risks of their
illegal alternatives, to promote training in the country
of origin, and to set up offices for technical coopera-
tion. To date, Spain has signed bilateral agreements
with Colombia (2001), Ecuador (2001), Morocco
(2001), the Dominican Republic (2002), Romania
(2002), Bulgaria (2003), and Mauritania (2007). It has
also signed cooperation agreements on immigration
with The Gambia (2006), Guinea (2006), Guinea Bis-
sau (2008), Cape Verde (2007), Mali (2007), Senegal
(2007), and Niger (2008), all of which are second-gen-
eration agreements (EMN 2010: 34).

In the case of Senegal, and with the assistance of
the International Labour Organisation, a board of em-
ployment has been set up in Dakar to select candi-
dates, manage the administrative processing of per-

mits, and train workers for employment in Spain. In
2007, the agreements signed with Senegal led to the
hiring of 700 female workers on farms in Andalucía
and a further 2,000 (mainly male) on Spanish ships.15

Workers from Mauritania (2008) and Mali (2008 and
2010) have also been recruited during agricultural sea-
sons in recent years (EMN 2010: 35; Burnett 2007).

The social protection conditions for workers who
have been recruited collectively in their country of or-
igin for fixed-term work and with a residence permit
and who start work in Spain seem to be adequate, at
least on paper. For example, they must register with
the social security system at the start of their employ-
ment and may register as jobseekers with the public
employment services if they lose their job before the
end of the validity period of the permit or of the em-
ployment. They are however exempt from unemploy-
ment contributions but mandatory contributions are
payable to cover the costs of occupational and non-
occupational accidents and illnesses. As mentioned
earlier, they must agree to return to their country of
origin at the end of the employment relationship. To
verify that this return has indeed taken place, the
worker must visit the diplomatic mission or consular
office within one month of the end of his or her per-
mit for work in Spain (EMN 2010: 28–29, 31). 

On the part of the employer, Spanish legislation
for seasonal workers requires them to guarantee de-
cent accommodation with appropriate hygiene condi-
tions and to organize the journey to Spain and back to
the country of origin, bearing at least the cost of the
first of these journeys and the expenses of transfer to
and from the point of entry into Spain and the worker
accommodation. Monitoring of compliance with ac-
commodation conditions is carried out through the
Work Departments and Provincial Labour Inspector-
ate. The legislation also requires diligence on the part
of employers in ensuring that workers return to their
countries of origin at the end of the employment rela-
tionship (EMN 2010: 31). 

However, as will be shown below, experiences un-
der the labour scheme as related by the migrant work-
ers themselves contrast quite significantly with these
provisions. 

The political context in which the bilateral agree-
ment that launched the scheme was signed on 9 No-
vember 2007 is important here. Senegal announced
the scheme (the first of its kind) after it agreed to take
back hundreds of illegal Senegalese migrants from

15 The findings presented here only discuss the experi-
ences of the female workers in the agricultural sector.
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Spain in September 2007. A year earlier, in 2006,
about 30,000 illegal immigrants had arrived in Spain,
mainly on the Canary Islands, of whom at least half
were Senegalese. Thus the scheme was seen by gov-
ernment leaders as a major way of combating illegal
immigration.16 Perhaps Senegal also tried to use the
threat of more illegal migration as a bargaining chip in
achieving debt relief, more development aid, and
eventually also more opportunities for legal employ-
ment-related migration.17 The fact that President
Wade was preparing his re-election campaign at that
time may also have played a role.

After the agreement was signed, Spanish job offers
for 744 Senegalese women were received through the
Spanish Embassy in Dakar, based on a quota deter-
mined by the Spanish farmers’ union of employers.
Under the terms of the contracts, the cost of travel
from Senegal to Spain, around 600 euros or more,
was to be covered by the employer. However, this
amount was to be deducted from the salary paid to
the worker. The agreement also stipulated that Sen-
egal would deal with the selection. The key selection
criteria were being female, competent in doing farm-
ing work, and originating from a rural area in Senegal.
The Spanish government committed itself to taking
care of the formalities for visa and travel arrange-
ments in Spain through its appropriate structures.

The criterion for selecting female workers only
was explained by the Senegalese Ambassador in Spain
in an interview as follows: “For the choice of women,
you know, the strawberry is very sensitive; it takes a
lot of attention for the picking. Here you are! You
know the women have hands that are very different
from men’s. They can pick strawberries without
squashing them. I think that’s why Spain wanted
women to be recruited.” However, a more convincing
reason for selecting only female workers is probably
that Spain anticipated problems with workers not re-

turning to Senegal at the end of their contracts. New-
land/Agunias/Dovelyn/Terrazas (2008: 8; see also
González Enríquez 2011) report experience with an
earlier seasonal worker programme which Spain had
implemented progressively since 1999 and the Euro-
pean Union supported since 2005, and which opened
legal channels for Moroccan women to work in the
citrus and strawberry industries in and around Car-
taya, Spain. 

Although return of the workers was one of the pro-
gram’s objectives, only 5 percent of the 1,200 participat-
ing workers in 2005 went home; in 2007, therefore, only
married women with children were selected for the pro-
gram – and they were not permitted to bring the chil-
dren with them. If they returned on schedule, they were
guaranteed a job for the next season. After the 2007 sea-
son, 85 percent of the 4,563 workers returned voluntar-
ily.

In any case, the selection procedure was hampered by
the lack of coordination and clear mandates of the
various agencies involved, though according to some
members of the National Commission for Manage-
ment and Monitoring of Job Offers and members of
various NGOs, the National Agency for Youth Em-
ployment (ANEJ) was the only institution that actually
managed the selection of agricultural workers. Ac-
cording to the Executive Director of ANEJ, 

the management of the departure and accompaniment
of the selected workers was chaotic because of several
changes in the staff in charge of the trip, linked to the
governmental instability experienced by Senegal [...].
This has greatly affected the administrative structures of
the various ministries involved in the management of
Senegalese migration.18

Another level of dysfunction was found in the target-
ing or profiling of the candidates. During an inter-
view, an official at the Ministry of Youth argued that
“candidates had to submit a file including a medical
certificate proving their good health, a certificate of
training in agriculture and horticulture and the degree
obtained”. This contrasts with his later admission that
“some girls expressed concerns about their abilities to
do the job properly”, and leads us to doubt the offi-
cial view according to which Spanish employers were
adequately represented in the recruitment commis-
sions and had heard the candidates. This doubt seems
justified in the light of complaints by Spanish employ-

16 This reading was confirmed in an interview with the
Senegalese Ambassador in Spain.

17 Earlier agreements between Senegal and Spain include
the following but do not explicitly address issues of
social protection: Framework Agreement on Coopera-
tion for Development, signed on 10 October 2006; Joint
Statement on the management of migration flows of 5
December 2006; Agreement on the prevention, protec-
tion, repatriation, and reintegration of unaccompanied
Senegalese migrant minors, signed in Dakar on 5
December 2006; Declaration of Intent signed in Dakar
on 15 February 2007 between the Spanish Minister of
Labour and Social Affairs and the Senegalese Minister
of Youth and Youth Employment.

18 Statement given during the launch ceremony of the
research project on “Social protection and Senegalese
migrants working in agricultural activities and personal
care services in Spain”, University Gaston Berger of
Saint-Louis, Senegal, 26 June 2008.
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ers as well as women migrant workers about their dif-
ficulties of adapting to life and work in Spain and
their declarations of illness. According to the Spanish
recruiters, who went as far as insulting the Senegalese
workers as ‘lazy‘ or ‘Naomi Campbell’ and so on,
some women became pregnant, in addition to many
cases of unavailability due to illness. Moreover, even
though a youth inspector said he did not see any cases
of corruption in the recruitment procedure, he did
mention having been the target of an attempted bribe
by the parent of two girls who offered him two mil-
lion CFA francs (3,000 Euros) in return for their selec-
tion.

Most importantly, the main stakeholders, namely
the female agricultural workers selected, were not in-
volved in drawing up the contracts, which led to their
not being aware of their contents. During an inter-
view in Seville, a Senegalese trade unionist observed:

I have heard that the girls did not know the terms of
contracts, nor the conditions under which they were to
work in Huelva. But again, I say this is the error of the
Senegalese state, because it seems foolish to engage
nationals without the support of a lawyer or a labour
inspector. They signed without knowing what is stipu-
lated in the contract, the salary procedures, the accom-
modation, etc. 

The women interviewed in this study confirm this
lack of detailed information concerning their tasks,
remuneration, accommodation, working hours, etc. A
woman selected at Diourbel and whom we met in
Barcelona shares her experience:

As for the contract signed before coming, we did not
even read it; we did not even know what it was about
and the people who accompanied us told us nothing
clearly on the contract. They only showed video images
explaining the work in a strawberry field, not more.
They also affirmed that we would be housed in apart-
ments with all amenities required and that we would live
in a good family atmosphere. Instead, we were thrown
and enclosed in a kind of bush with no electricity or any
type of basic convenience, with eight people sharing
small rooms and not knowing the language. At Diour-
bel, after the interview they made to test our willingness
and ability to work in fields, they had us sign some
papers, but we do not even know what we have signed.
Everything was in Spanish! Nothing was written in
French! In Huelva, regarding the payslip, we have never
had or seen one. Everything was confused with the
story of labour contracts. I have no doubt that some
women have the skills to work in fields. They are used
to it. They did so for several years in Senegal, but next
to them there are women who have paid to be selected.
The women had promised to keep quiet but facing real-
ity and the many difficulties, there was noise. Lots of
noise. I preferred to go do something else and I do not

regret it (Aissata19, who came to Spain for agricultural
work, Barcelona).

These political and institutional failures, including
lack of information about their work contract and sal-
ary, attempted or real bribery, and the dire living and
working conditions arguably are part of the reason
why migrant workers returned prematurely from
Spain or ‘escaped’ to work in other sectors and lead
us to question the viability and the transparency of the
selection process. Admittedly, the negotiating capacity
of these women was very limited during the recruit-
ment process despite their regular status. They con-
tented themselves with having been chosen among
many in a Senegalese context where migration is
highly valued and travel opportunities to Europe very
limited.

As Van Nieuwenhuyze (2009: 106) points out,
given the fierce global competition in the agriculture
sector, it has some of the worst labour conditions in
the informal sector, for both migrant and Spanish
workers: workers need to be available (often staying
at the farm), flexible in terms of overtime and able to
accept that there may not be any work at all at times,
and hard-working (accepting physically hard condi-
tions). Salaries are low (about three euros an hour)
and employment is never long-term or secure, as it de-
pends on how weather conditions affect crops. Al-
most all work is therefore temporary. The trend to-
wards casual work has increased with new laws
imposing heavy fines on employers hiring clandestine
workers, although labour inspections are relatively
rare (Van Nieuwenhuyze 2009: 106–107, 116; Corkill
2001: 835). It is therefore no surprise that while agri-
culture is definitely a very common first employment
sector for African (undocumented) migrants, most of
them try to leave it as soon as possible for a more se-
cure job in another sector (Hoggart/Mendoza 1999,
cited in Van Nieuwenhuyze 2009: 169).

Indeed, as mentioned earlier, the contracts stipu-
lated that the Senegalese migrant workers were to
return to their home country at the end of their activ-
ities. However, some preferred to stay in Spain by
their own will or under the influence of their relatives.
At Lavapies, a neighbourhood of Madrid, one of the
Senegalese agricultural workers told us:

I had an employment contract for three months, but I
worked for two months and fifteen days. [...] Fifteen
days before the end of the contract I went to join my
brothers. If I had not done it, my boss would have taken

19 All names of Senegalese women migrant workers have
been anonymized.
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me back to Senegal. For me it was not an escape but a
reasonable choice I made on the advice of my brothers,
who have been living in Spain for several years (Ami-
nata, who came to Spain for agricultural work, Madrid).

The first results of this temporary migration scheme
suggest that migrants and their Spanish employers are
disappointed by its method of operation, agreed at
the highest level between the governments of Senegal
and Spain. The strategy that was supposed to provide
employment opportunities for migrants only in-
creased the number of migrant Senegalese living clan-
destinely in Spain. The Spanish government authori-
ties remain silent about future temporary migration
schemes. The Spanish employers’ refusal to renew
contracts and to continue the programme is undoubt-
edly one more obstacle for the Senegalese migrants
who have remained in Spain. According to EMN
(2010: 25–26), criticisms of this and similar pro-
grammes have also been aired over the last ten years
by Spanish representatives of trade unions, NGOs, mi-
grant associations, and the scientific community. On
the selection of countries with which bilateral agree-
ments have been signed (especially from 2000 to
2004), they argue that the criteria were motivated by
reasons of diplomacy and strategic positioning and do
not always coincide with the approach of the long-
term migration policy or the true features of the flows
of migrants they should be addressing. Secondly,
there has been criticism that the procedures for the
recruitment of foreign workers by employers do not
include measures to guarantee that they are based on
criteria of qualifications and experience, as opposed
to cultural or racial preferences. However, it seems
that for subsequent temporary work schemes, the se-
lection procedures have been clarified, streamlined,
and better coordinated (see EMN 2010: 28 for de-
tails). 

3.5 Becoming a Migrant with 
Irregular Immigration Status: 
Senegalese Women in the 
Domestic Work Sector in Spain

Some Senegalese women agricultural workers man-
aged to ‘escape’ from their jobs in the agricultural sec-
tor through the complicity of their families who had
been established in Spain for several years.20 From the
survey, we learnt that some women abandoned the
fields to join their husbands or family and friends in
other cities in Spain (Barcelona, Seville, Madrid, Alm-
eria, etc.) and Italy by car or train. Indeed, arriving in

Spain for the picking of strawberries seems to have
been for many of them a mere pretext for easy access
to Europe.

By abandoning their jobs and moving to urban
centres, the women in fact became migrants with ‘ir-
regular’ status, as the temporary residence permit
with which they were able to travel to Spain obliged
them to settle in the territories where they were re-
cruited. In addition, the permits did not allow them
to carry out any activity other than agricultural work.
However, for some women, abandoning the fields
clearly represented a better alternative to the harsh
working conditions, even though they faced an uncer-
tain future. Many ended up in the personal care/do-
mestic work sector. Khady explains that after leaving
the greenhouses in Huelva, she joined some friends
settled in Barcelona. She lived for some time with
them before leaving for Tarrasa:

After leaving the strawberry fields, I was trying to sur-
vive as I could. I joined some hairdresser friends and
that is what explains my initial presence in Barcelona. I
met with associations and I joined them thinking that
my living conditions would change, but as you can see
here, this is not luxury. It is a life of getting by day by
day! I have a membership card of the Association of
Senegalese in Catalonia, but I do not take part in their
activities. With my irregular situation, I preferred to
leave again and I moved to Tarrasa. I do odd jobs in
homes. I clean, I sweep, and I sometimes cook! It’s bet-
ter than nothing, isn’t it? (Khady, Barcelona, 37 years
old).

Just like Khady who recently settled in Tarrasa to es-
cape the harsh conditions of agricultural work, many
Senegalese women left for other Spanish cities where
they hoped to find new and less harsh job offers than
those in Huelva. Very often they only found domestic
work, as their new status does not facilitate their pro-
fessional integration especially with the financial crisis
affecting Spain (see below). Domestic work is the
most accessible employment because many employers
pay no attention to the legal status of their regular em-
ployees. Indeed, employees with irregular status are
often preferred as their legal status prevents them

20 There are no exact figures available as to the extent of
this phenomenon. According to comments gathered
from several women who came to pick strawberries,
more than half of the workforce defected to other Span-
ish cities or travelled to Italy. Tall and Tandian (2010: 11)
mention the case of 70 women out of 540 who arrived
in March 2008 and who did not report back when their
contracts were discontinued or ended, i.e. about 13 per
cent.
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from taking legal action in case of abuse. In the light
of this precarious legal status, these migrants have
very limited flexibility in their choice of employment,
which explains their low bargaining power at the time
of recruitment. 

As indicated earlier, apart from the migrant work-
ers who initially came to Spain on the agricultural
work scheme, other Senegalese women working in
domestic work came to Spain much earlier, as individ-
uals or as part of family reunification. Those who
came as part of family reunification usually have regu-
lar status and work with contracts through placement
agencies while the others usually have irregular status
and are self-employed, seeking their own clients and
often working without a written contract, relying on
an oral agreement. Their salary varies greatly because
they can charge by the hour or by the day or specify
fixed rates, depending on the assignment. Their work-
ing hours may be longer than those of contract work-
ers but this seems to be perceived as a privilege be-
cause these workers can earn more, even though they
are excluded from social protection.21

During a discussion, some migrants emphasized
the ambiguity they live in: on the one hand, they are
forced to keep their jobs even if they mean drudgery,
harsh requirements by employers, and their own ac-
ceptance of the undesirable, while on the other hand,
once they are determined, some migrants successfully
manage to abandon domestic work if the work condi-
tions become too difficult. This experience is illus-
trated by the following interview quotes:

At the home where I worked, there were eight rooms,
five toilets, a tennis court, a bar, a large swimming pool.
The house was so big that I cannot tell you the actual
dimensions (...) and I was alone cleaning it, I was doing
all the work. Can you imagine? (Fatima, 35, Valencia).

You know, if you are recruited for a job that you have
never done in Senegal, it is normal that you suffer. And
if you come across a demanding boss who does not
value your work, as is often the case, things may be very
complicated. I know Senegalese whose employers were
very difficult. They also left their jobs after a few
months. According to them, their work became pure
exploitation. You know, sometimes women are forced
to stay because they have no alternative but to endure
what the employers demand. When you are in need, you

can only resign yourself and bear all conditions (Yacine,
42, Valencia).

Facing these difficulties in domestic work, some
women feel that street vending (of belts, glasses, etc.)
is less restrictive although they recognize that with
street trading, there are risks such as being chased by
the police. Other women migrants feel that the bene-
fits of street trading, as opposed to domestic work,
are first, not to be regarded as a mere “slave” and sec-
ondly, to make money without having to endure an
employer who demands the resumption of a task al-
ready done.

I think I was like a slave! I had no freedom. Not at all! I
was only earning a small salary despite all the work I
was doing. The salary did not match what I really
deserved! I was not allowed out! My boss asked me to
wake up at 7 a.m. and if I was not up she would come
and wake me up before returning to bed. I was prepar-
ing breakfast before she woke up around 9 a.m., that is
to say, two hours after me! I had to work hard for eve-
rything to be clean before they woke up. Once she was
up I served them breakfast. And after all this, I cleaned
the table and then walked the dog. It was slavery! It was
really slave labour! (Fatim, 40, Madrid).

With domestic work, I was like a slave; this is how I
could describe myself! You know why? It’s because it is
not possible to measure the heaviness of the work I per-
formed! And then I had no freedom! Someone who
works without freedom, what is she? What can she be
called? Freedom is priceless and I had none at all! (Awa,
42, Madrid).

In addition to long working hours, some women suf-
fer from isolation, a situation they have difficulty in
accepting.

On some points, I can say I was treated well by my boss
and her children. They gave me enough to eat and
drink. But it is the isolation that bothered me. It hurt a
lot! I was sidelined as if I had a disease and paradoxi-
cally it is me who was cooking for them! It was very
painful to feel isolated! Yet it was me who was doing
their bedrooms, I cleaned their toilets. In fact, I was like
a slave in the house! The work I did reminded me of
slavery! I started at 7 a.m. and went to bed at midnight.
And it’s a job I did for three years. I used to work flaw-
lessly (Arame, 38, Madrid).

Moraleja! A bourgeois neighbourhood! When I was
hired, I was alone! I had my own cup, my own table, my
own spoon, my own fork, my own knife, etc. I was not
eating with the others! No way! I had my own room, my
own toilet. I did not share anything with others! Every
morning I was obliged to get up early before the others.
I put on my uniform and my crown. As seen on TV!
That is how I dressed. At first it was difficult but I even-
tually got used to it. (...) This is what prompted me the
most to emigrate and to accept this job, yet I was eight-

21 In Spain, three different subforms of domestic work are
distinguished: internas (live-ins), externas (live-outs) and
‘por horas’ (hourly workers). Every sector presents dif-
ferent schemes for payment, duties, and hours of work
(Dobner/Tappert 2010: 2, footnote 3).
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een when I came to Spain. A humiliating job! Humbling
because I was washing the dog! I did his daily toilet and
when he got sick, it was me who would take him to the
vet (Ndeye Marieme, 42, Madrid).

Given the clash of cultures inherent to the situation of
migration, for many migrant domestic workers, wash-
ing dogs or walking them is considered demeaning
and humiliating. According to the Muslim religion,
which is the religion and sociocultural practice of ref-
erence for a majority of them, the dog is considered
an unclean animal surrounded by many taboos. For
example, Islam recommends washing clothes touched
by a dog before praying.

Another issue is that some Senegalese migrant
women experience a deterioration of their skills as
they work in Spain in low-skilled activities, while in
Senegal, some of them had considerable professional
work experience. Thus, with migration, some Senega-
lese women experience a true professional downgrad-
ing, a situation that is very frustrating for them.

Despite the migrants’ awareness of their demean-
ing working conditions, they prefer to stick to them to
make money. This is due mainly to the pressure of rel-
atives left in Senegal. As one migrant worker ob-
served:

If the relatives remaining in Senegal were aware of the
many deprivations which we endure to make money,
they would spend every penny we send them with a
twinge of regret (Soukeyna, 43, Malaga).

The expectation of the family residing in Senegal is
not the sole reason for pushing migrants to continue
to stay in personal care work. Sometimes, they stay
because it is the only activity they can perform, given
their precarious legal status.

In Senegal, it was my mother or my sister who were pre-
paring food and were undertaking the cleaning work.
(...) When I arrived in Spain and I began looking for
work, I was informed that I could not do certain tasks
because I had no documents. I was told that the only
job I could do was to look after elderly ladies. When I
asked my fellow countrywomen with whom I lived
about this, I was told simply and clearly that I could
only work in areas that the Spanish women did not want
to be in. That’s it! (Fanta, 41, Seville).

Van Nieuwenhuyze (2009: 124–128) confirms that giv-
ing up and returning home is not really an option if
one has not been at least able to pay back the money
the family has invested in the trip, and preferably one
should return with much more money and a ‘project’;
often the moral pressure from the family pushes mi-
grants to endure their hardships. Instead of giving up,
many undocumented migrants move around between

neighbourhoods, cities, and even countries to look for
better opportunities. Search strategies usually rely on
ethnic networks, i.e. fellow Senegalese, family mem-
bers and friends, and word of mouth, which in turn
leads them to be pushed into the same sectors. With
a larger network and language skills come more op-
tions, though as no jobs for highly educated people
exist in the informal economy, human capital and
skills disappear. Most migrants are stuck in the
shadow economy where they are vulnerable to abuse
by the employer: for regularization purposes, they
need a contract, no matter how abusive.

For one of our interviewees however, having a le-
gal status or not was not her primary concern. Unlike
other migrants, what mattered to her was to find
work, earn money, and support her family back in
Senegal:

I had no documents but I really needed to work and
earn some money to send to Senegal, the documents
were not a concern for me. I did not care about docu-
ments. What mattered to me was to work, earn money,
and help the family (Khardiata, 42, Almeria).

The opinion of this migrant was different from most
of the other women we interviewed. For them, their
irregular status constitutes a real handicap. In the ab-
sence of a valid residence permit, migrants are in an
economically precarious and legally vulnerable situa-
tion. By working informally, migrants sometimes find
themselves exploited by their employers who dictate
the terms of the arrangement:

Some Senegalese women work without being paid! Oth-
ers face all kinds of difficulties before being paid. Such
cases, we see them every day. I have seen here employ-
ers whose practices do not exist anywhere else. They
will pay you only half the salary and ask you to wait until
next month. It is abnormal! Everyone knows it is wrong
but what can you do? Without the documents, it is hard
to complain. In addition, the financial crisis does not
help much. If you refuse a job, the next minute others
will accept it and sometimes they may even offer to be
paid less (Sara, 35, Granada).

As they are unable to fulfil the legal requirements for
claiming labour rights, Senegalese migrants with irreg-
ular status are forced to contend themselves with hav-
ing had the chance to find work:

Without documents! I’m in an irregular situation (...) I
accept all kinds of work without complaining but once
I have the resident card in my hand, I will claim all my
rights. Without the documents, it is difficult to say no to
the boss (Rokhaya, 35, Almeria).

Pregnant migrant domestic workers with irregular sta-
tus are especially vulnerable to exploitation. This is
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the case with this migrant who was at an advanced
stage of pregnancy but preferred to continue working:

When you are in need, you take risks! And afterwards,
one wonders how can we take such risks? I happened to
work in Dallus Milagros in a big house when I was in a
very advanced state of pregnancy. But hey, I had no
choice! I had just arrived and I had no documents. The
work was very tough, given the advanced stage of my
pregnancy. At one point I wanted to stop and resume
work later but as I had no documents, I did not qualify
for paid maternity leave. I was working informally. I had
to hide my pregnancy as much as possible to avoid
being dismissed by my boss. I was doing all sorts of
activities. It was very tiring, especially given the preg-
nancy. Finally, I was forced to stop because I had enor-
mous problems that jeopardized my pregnancy. I think
it is because of some heavy tasks I was doing that I
ended up giving birth by Caesarean section (Farmata,
35, Sevilla).

These words reveal unambiguously the low flexibility
and bargaining power of migrant workers caused by
their irregular status, which deprives them of the
rights to enjoy good working conditions. Employers
are aware of and sometimes exploit this situation:

Some employers prefer to hire someone who does not
have papers to pay him a pittance or nothing at all
because they know that this person will not report them
(Sara, 35, Granada).

Favouring the recruitment of women with irregular
status to the detriment of others is a way for some
Spanish employers to have a docile labour force at
low cost. Indeed, “because migrants are forced to stay
in the domestic service sector due to migration poli-
cies, quota politics and the ethno-stratified labour
market Spanish employers believe that a long lasting
work relationship is guaranteed” (Dobner/Tappert
2010: 18). 

Senegalese migrants are aware that their irregular
status does not militate in their favour because it
makes them ‘invisible workers’ with no legal legiti-
macy. According to Falquet, Hirata, Kergoat, Labari,
Le Feuvre and Sow (2010: 102), with few exceptions,
these migrant women are mostly invisible, like the
work they do, and possess an involuntary feature
which is often overlooked – they exert a downwards
pressure on wages in the care sector. Despite their of-
ten very specific training as care professionals, these
women accept working conditions and variable hours
that Spanish women try to resist. 

3.6 Working Without Being Visible: A 
Denial of Existence

The invisibility of some Senegalese migrant women in
Spain is thus partly explained by the fact that they
work without the required papers.22 In so doing they
contribute to the growth of Spain’s informal econ-
omy. This situation has been further accelerated by
the financial crisis in Spain in recent years. The infor-
mal economy accounts for 19.2 per cent of the official
Spanish GDP (Mallet/Dinmore 2011), while Spain
had an unemployment rate of 21.2 per cent in late
2011, a record among OECD countries (OECD 2011).
Not having the required documents exposes most
Senegalese migrants to risky situations. Even if some
of them are aware of the danger, they still prefer to
follow this path to earn a living. During an interview,
a migrant who has worked in domestic services in Ma-
drid for several years argued, based on her own expe-
rience, that there is often a tacit agreement between
the employer and the migrant worker on this issue:

I was working without proper documents, knowing that
there are risks especially in case of accident! If this
would happen, I would take care of myself by my own
means. This was very clear in my mind! My boss was
understanding. There was a tacit agreement between us
on this point. But as I was doing my job well, she saw
no reason to worry! I also worked for a lawyer and we
never spoke about the documents. With some employ-
ers, you never talk about it unless they insist! (Mame
Mariétou, 35, Madrid).

Particularly in Spanish households where both
spouses are working, we found an increasing delega-
tion of family responsibilities to their migrant domes-
tic workers. These, in addition to preparing meals and
cleaning the house, spend a lot of time with the chil-
dren of their employers, and this in turn leads to
greater closeness to them. This situation has become
more visible on public transport (bus and metro) and
in some school playgrounds in large cities where of-
ten women domestic workers are accompanied by

22 Van Nieuwenhuyze (2009: 98, 194) usefully points out
that although we often distinguish between the formal
and informal economy or jobs, this does not overlap
completely with people being undocumented or not, as
a migrant without papers (undocumented) can do for-
mal work with someone else’s papers, and documented
migrants can do informal work. Moreover, the strict
division between undocumented and regular migrant
status is often blurred, partly because of the documen-
tation strategies of migrants, partly because of informal
toleration practices by the authorities. 
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young Spanish children. This is part of the interna-
tional transfer of social reproductive work related to
the globalization of production that we observe
around the world (Truong 1996).

Domestic workers come to Spain because they are
able to fill this niche in the labour market. In that
sense, Spanish society is also actively involved in the
migration process. Thanks to the presence of migrant
workers, Spanish women manage to balance house-
hold tasks and pursue leisure activities or paid em-
ployment, while the migrant workers are sometimes
exposed to situations dangerous to their health, as we
have seen with regard to pregnant migrant workers
who prefer to hide their condition to avoid being
fired.23 

Indeed, at the macro-level, Parella Rubio (2003:
187, cited in Dobner/Tappert 2010: 2) identifies three
different causes leading to an increased incorporation
of migrants into domestic service in Spain: migrant
networks, the migrant politics of the Spanish state,
and changes in family structures and the gendered di-
vision of labour in Spain. The last includes the growth
of the ageing population, falling birth rates, the inte-
gration of women into the labour market, and an in-
creasing privatization of the social system since the
1980s. Despite the growing participation of women in
the Spanish labour market, traditional gender roles
and the position of women as responsible carers in
domestic work are maintained and reproduced in so-
ciety and state policies. Domínguez-Folgueras and
Castro-Martín (2008: 1518, cited in Dobner/Tappert
2010: 3) define Spain as “still organized on the basis
of a traditional model of gendered responsibilities
within the family. The unpaid work of women as car-
ers within the family remains an important pillar of
social welfare, and public policies aimed at balancing
family and work responsibilities remain underdevel-
oped.” The outsourcing of domestic work is therefore
usually resolved privately with the employment of mi-
grant domestic workers, mostly women. There also is
an increasing demand for domestic workers in the
field of childcare due to low public financial support
and limited public childcare services, with private
childcare services only being affordable by a small sec-

tion of society. Due to precarious employment condi-
tions and low wages in the domestic service sector,
domestic workers have thus become affordable for
middle-class families who exhibit the highest demand
for domestic workers in Spanish society. There is an
ongoing demand for domestic workers in Spain, de-
spite the economic crisis, and it is mostly met by fe-
male immigrants (Dobner/Tappert 2010: 2–6). 

Indeed, it is interesting to consider the impact of
the financial and economic crisis. From the findings
of a qualitative field study by Dobner and Tappert
(2010: 10–13), it seems that working conditions are
getting worse, especially in terms of working hours
and wages. The crisis influences working conditions
insofar as it leads to more dependency on the part of
migrant domestic workers (with both regular and ir-
regular status). Domestic workers who now want to
change their labour sector see no chance of doing so
and prefer to remain in the domestic sector. They are
also more likely to accept poor and humiliating work-
ing conditions than before the crisis, for fear of not
finding another job or one that is even worse than the
current one. Migrant women who have not worked in
the domestic work sector for a long time are being
compelled to return to it. This is also the case for
Spanish women, who are again increasingly seeking
jobs as domestic workers. While the domestic work
sector has not been hit as hard as other work sectors,
the composition of the workforce is changing, as
many women, female migrants as well as Spanish
women, are seeking (secure) jobs, and some are re-
turning to the domestic work sector. Labour competi-
tion thus increases, leading to a worsening of working
conditions. There is a preference for migrant workers
and therefore a positive discrimination towards them
on the part of the employer, because of their greater
dependency on the employer for work and a resi-
dence permit than is the case with Spanish domestic
workers (Dobner/Tappert 2010: 19–20; see also Solé/
Parella 2003: 124).

As indicated earlier, the demand for this kind of
employment arrangement has to be set in the broader
frame of an internationalized and globalized labour
market, as well as taking into account international
migration, in which the transnationalization and fem-
inization of the workforce are linked processes. The
demand for a flexible and cheap workforce in the la-
bour market results in the production of identities
shaped by gender, ethnicity, and class (FMP 2009: 724,
cited in Dobner/Tappert 2010: 8).

To sum up this section: in terms of the individual
migrant’s life project, the process of ‘becoming invisi-

23 Although probably only relevant for the case of regular
migrants, in Spain employment tribunals (conseils de
prud’hommes) continue to fight against the dismissal of
pregnant domestic workers, enforcing workers’ rights
such as the law of work procedure, the law of reconcil-
ing personal and professional lives, and the law of effec-
tive gender equality, which all provide for the annulment
of dismissals and the reinstatement of the worker.
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ble’ and/or having irregular status could in many
cases be seen as an expression of agency, with respect
to how they navigate opportunities in the Spanish la-
bour market, i.e. a rational decision though based on
limited knowledge of the consequences. In fact, fol-
lowing Van Nieuwenhuyze (2009: 54), it is useful to
think of an individual’s migration project as compris-
ing three stages in which he or she uses different strat-
egies: ‘survival strategies’ apply mostly to migrants
who arrive in Europe without the necessary docu-
ments or acquire irregular status, as in the group of
women studied in this chapter; afterwards, many of
them may try to regularize their stay, developing ‘doc-
umentation strategies’; and finally, they may start to
consider strategies for upward or geographical mobil-
ity. It is clear that the last strategy is increasingly being
postponed due to the economic crisis, but it is worth
– at least briefly – considering migrants’ ‘documenta-
tion strategies’. 

3.7 Seeking Access to Social 
Protection Rights

Before turning to the issue of how Senegalese women
migrants seek to access their rights, it is useful to
briefly review the legal framework governing the do-
mestic work sector in Spain. Since the 1980s, it has
been declared a special work regime (Real Decreto
1424/85) and does not form part of the common la-
bour law. Rather it is defined as an “employment ar-
rangement with exceptional characteristics”. As a spe-
cial work regime it contains many disadvantages
concerning working conditions and social benefits,
some of which have already been discussed. For exam-
ple, work contracts are not obligatory; the wage is
equal to the national minimum wage (624 € a month),
but working as a live-in can decrease the salary by up
to forty-five per cent; maximum working hours are
forty hours per week, but live-ins are often obliged to
work more due to their continuous presence in the
household. Most importantly, domestic workers do
not have a right to unemployment benefits (Dobner/
Tappert 2010: 3, footnote 7; see also Solé/Ribas/Ber-
galli/Parella 1998). 

The work permit has to be applied for by the
employer and can only be extended by him or her,

and this hinders the changing of employers and gen-
erates an extreme dependence on them, as domestic
workers can lose their residence permit when chang-
ing employers or in periods of unemployment. The
legal bundling of work and residence permit means
that when they lose their job, or if for whatever rea-
son they are not able to produce a job contract, the
risk of not being able to extend the residence permit
and therefore of being expelled is high. Live-ins in par-
ticular experience a high degree of vulnerability as
they work and live in spaces that are invisible to the
public, the private households of their employers, as
we have seen in the examples cited above (Dobner/
Tappert 2010: 7–8, 14).

Nevertheless, it is possible for undocumented mi-
grants to register on the list of local residents at the
municipality, provided they possess a valid passport
and proof of housing/address, so that they can claim
the right to health care and education for their chil-
dren. However, the preconditions of registration ex-
clude certain groups from access to health care (e.g.
those who were never registered in Senegal), though a
number of special health care centres focus on these
groups (Van Nieuwenhuyze 2009: 133). 

There is also the quite common practice of bor-
rowing, renting, buying, or falsifying somebody else’s
documentation of residence and work permit to ob-
tain a formal job using another name, though this can
then jeopardize the regularization process (see Van
Nieuwenhuyze 2009: 134 for examples). In any case,
since, at least until recently, Spain preferred to control
illegal immigration at the border rather than control
undocumented migrants inside the country, undocu-
mented migrants do not seem to have a high level of
fear of repatriation. When a migrant is caught without
a residence or labour permit, he or she can be admin-
istratively expelled but this is rarely translated into a
physical expulsion (Van Nieuwenhuyze 2009: 138).
However, even if the feeling of repression is not over-
whelming, “the pending promise of ‘papers’ binds
[migrants with irregular status] to jobs and employers,
providing Spain with a vulnerable and therefore obe-
dient labour force for the informal sector” (Van Nieu-
wenhuyze 2009: 156). 

The ‘invisibility’ of Senegalese migrants in the do-
mestic work sector is linked for some to the ignorance
of their rights, the fear of losing their jobs, their unfa-
miliarity with the Spanish language, and their neglect
of reading their work contract in the case of migrants
with regular status. The latter sometimes show their
employment contract to other people (spouse,
friends, neighbours, etc.) to help them better under-

24 Federación mujeres progresistas (FMP), 2009: Tenemos la
persona que necesita. Tres meses de garantía. See <http://
www.fmujeresprogresistas.org/images/contenidos/estu-
dio%20trabajo%20domstico.pdf> (4 December 2012).

http://www.fmujeresprogresistas.org/images/contenidos/estudio%20trabajo%20domstico.pdf
http://www.fmujeresprogresistas.org/images/contenidos/estudio%20trabajo%20domstico.pdf
http://www.fmujeresprogresistas.org/images/contenidos/estudio%20trabajo%20domstico.pdf
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stand the content. They usually prefer to use their so-
cial networks rather than private lawyers, work inspec-
tors, social workers, etc.

Some migrant women turn to community associa-
tions when the terms of employment contracts are
not respected, the tasks are not clearly defined, or the
working hours are too long. This is often the case
with women domestic workers with regular status
who claim to be the victim of the strategies of some
employers, who, citing the financial crisis, avoid giv-
ing the workers permanent contracts after nine
months of work as required by law, preferring to ter-
minate the temporary contract after a few months
without any compensation. This contributes greatly to
keeping Senegalese migrant women in a precarious
situation. Thus Senegalese migrants are able to receive
legal support or improve their living and working con-
ditions, even if they sometimes question the effective-
ness of such associations in the field of social protec-
tion. The lack of financial resources and trained
personnel are a real handicap for Senegalese associa-
tions in Spain trying to meet their members’ needs in
terms of realizing their rights to social protection. We
found that most Senegalese women migrants are
aware of the social injustices which they suffer in the
performance of domestic work, but their illegal sta-
tus, their lack of mastery of the Spanish language, and
their ignorance of the labour code prevent them from
effectively addressing them.

At the national level, other authors (Danese 2001:
77; Solé/Parella 2003: 131–132) observe the weakened
role of trade unions in representing all workers, in-
cluding non-EU immigrants. While some have taken
action to encourage non-discrimination and protect
the rights of immigrant workers, and some have had
a key role in the regularization processes, there are
low levels of union membership in the domestic serv-
ice, construction, and agriculture sectors, and the ma-
jority of (non-Latin American) immigrant workers
have no experience of trade union practices in their
country of origin. Dietz (2004: 1092) shows how “the
migrant populations recently appearing in Andalucía
do not integrate into the local, urban or rural settings
of the host-society neighbourhoods, but into the
ethno-national networks which enable them to survive
in the unstable continuum of legal and illegal eco-
nomic activities”. 

3.8 Conclusions

By sending women to Spain for the picking of straw-
berries as part of a temporary migration scheme, the
Spanish and Senegalese governments hoped to offer
them a job in Europe as well as finding cheap labour
for agricultural enterprises. Due to harsh working
conditions and low wages which were misaligned to
their profiles and expectations, some Senegalese
women preferred to abandon the fields for other
Spanish cities where they joined other Senegalese
working in domestic service. Without regular resi-
dence permits, some of these women found them-
selves in precarious situations reducing their statutory
and contractual rights. They encountered abuses such
as overtime being rarely paid, extremely variable work-
ing hours, and sometimes even verbal, physical, and
psychological violence. Domestic workers with legal
status also face difficulties such as the downgrading
of skills, isolation, and not being allowed to change
employers or become pregnant for a certain number
of years.

From the findings presented here, we can draw
conclusions and policy implications for both tempo-
rary (agricultural) work schemes and for the situation
of female migrant domestic workers in Spain, all of
which revolve around labour market issues, questions
of regulation, and unforeseen outcomes in terms of
social (in)justice. In documenting the process of tran-
sition from one sector to another, we have also seen
that while choices are limited as a result of the restric-
tive migration regimes and economic adverse condi-
tions, agency remains important (Van Nieuwenhuyze
2009: 195).

The findings on the temporary agricultural work
scheme show that policies which fail to understand
the temporary migrant workers’ lives – that many are
well educated, that they are not merely pairs of har-
vesting hands, that they have networks in Spain, that
allocation of places in temporary migration schemes
will in Senegal inevitably be partly on the basis of pa-
tronage – can never obtain their objectives. 

As for the findings on migrant domestic workers
presented here, they illustrate very clearly the special
characteristics found in the domestic work sector,
namely “the intimate character of the social sphere
where the work is performed; the social construction
of this work as a female gendered area; the special re-
lationship between employer and employee which is
highly emotional, personalized and characterized by
mutual dependency” (Lutz 2008: 1, cited in Dobner/
Tappert 2010: 8; see also Gutiérrez-Rodríguez 2010). 
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In terms of policy implications, legal immigration
of the unskilled is arguably desirable, along with af-
fordable social protection for these workers. Tempo-
rary migration schemes are seen as a good match be-
tween the needs of some labour markets, the pressure
for migration, the fear of a brain drain, and the poten-
tial of return migration. Theoretically, if the system is
transparent, predictable, and rights-based, it could be
a realistic and cost-effective policy option (Baldwin-
Edwards 2004; Ghosh 2000; cited in Van Nieuwen-
huyze 2009: 198). In practice, to address some of the
shortcomings presented here it is necessary to build
on the institutional capacities of the governments of
countries of origin for the management of migration
flows, increasing the number of diplomatic represen-
tations, consular offices, and jointly-run employment
services, in order to streamline the processes of re-
cruitment, selection, and return of foreign workers
(EMN 2010: 55; see also the lessons learnt from the
management of seasonal Moroccan migration around
Huelva as found in González Enríquez 2011). Other
studies have also shown that the need for well-pre-
pared workers includes training on contracts, knowl-
edge of legal processes and resources in host country,
including basic rights, some job skills training, cultural
awareness, and adequate language abilities (Morgan/
Nolan 2011: 17).

However, if foreign workers do not wish to return
home, the creation of a population of undocumented
immigrants may be almost inevitable (Van Nieuwen-
huyze 2009: 198).

This is particularly the case for Spain, which has
not yet developed a legal framework to encourage the
temporary or circular migration of documented for-
eign nationals living in Spain to and from their coun-
tries of origin. Although any foreign worker with a
valid work and residence permit may enter and leave
Spain, the requirement to fulfil the necessary resi-
dence and (uninterrupted) employment criteria for
maintaining or renewing these permits restricts circu-
lar and temporary mobility from Spain to countries of
origin. Only in the case of migrants with long-term
residence permits (obtained after residence for a con-
tinuous five-year period) are there no practical restric-
tions on movement between Spain and countries of
origin (EMN 2010: 32).

It is therefore not surprising that Newland/Agu-
nias/Dovelyn/Terrazas (2008: 22) conclude that
“many of the conditions of migration programs for
the less skilled, intended to ‘enforce’ circularity, seem
to have the opposite effect of encouraging irregular
migration: very short contract periods, non-renewable

visas, visas tied to particular employers, and no flexi-
bility to switch to other admission categories are all
conditions that create incentives for migrants to leave
the programs and move into irregular status”. They
therefore suggest that “incentives for circulation, like
pension portability or an ‘earned’ right to remain per-
manently, may be more effective than enforcement
measures” (2008: 23).  

It seems that the Spanish government is making
progress along these lines, as its Ministry of Labour
and Immigration produced the Plan Estratégico de
Ciudadanía e Integración (Strategic Plan for Citizen-
ship and Integration) for 2007–2010, which was ap-
proved by the Spanish Government in 2007. Among
other measures, the Plan includes actions to foster the
inclusion of seasonal workers and encourage their re-
turn with skills and resources enabling them to act as
development agents in their places of origin. This is
sought through active employment policies in coun-
tries of origin and voluntary return programmes.25

The Plan also seeks to encourage the signing of bilat-
eral social security agreements with several countries
(as of 2010, not yet with Senegal) for the recognition
of pension rights and other benefits, which could be
a stimulus for temporary and circular mobility in the
medium and long term (EMN 2010: 22–23).

Since bilateral treaties still mostly do not take into
account the views of the migrants themselves (Wab-
gou 2008: 148), such policy changes would help mi-
grants to fulfil their life projects. As Riccio (2001: 590)
observes, most Senegalese migrants in Europe would
prefer to conduct truly transnational lives, living part
of the year here and the other part there, and making
the best of both worlds. However, “far from being in
a post-national era […], transnational organization still
needs to negotiate with nation and local state regula-
tory and sometimes exclusionary practices as well as
with the representations of immigrants held in the mi-
gration context” (Riccio 2001: 590, citing Grillo/Ric-
cio/Salih 2000).26 

25 See also the (limited) training activities organized by the
ILO for Senegalese migrants, targeting among others
the return and reinsertion of migrants (see <http://bit-
migrant.wordpress.com/> (19 November 2012). On
return to Senegal within government-led initiatives and
their misalignment with migrant perspectives, see Sinatti
(2012). 

26 See also Sinatti (2011) for the argument that Senegalese
migrants’ self-perception of successful return is still
largely associated with permanent return.

http://bit-migrant.wordpress.com/
http://bit-migrant.wordpress.com/
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