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Spain's economy rises and population grows through government-backed immigration
Spain's population has now surpassed 49 million, driven by an influx of workers from Latin America. However, this immigration has also contributed to housing tensions. 
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In Madrid's working-class neighborhood of Prosperidad, two Cuban circus artists arrived, with their four massive suitcases, in front of the small Hostel Thirty One on Monday, February 24. Feeling awkward and somewhat wary, Cristian, 19, and Andrés, 29 – who preferred not to share their last names – claimed they had come to "get to know Spain."
After a few minutes of conversation, the two men, who were traveling on tourist visas, admitted that they were hoping to move to Spain and find work. "The economy in Cuba is in terrible shape – there's nothing left in the shops, and you have to queue for hours just to get food," said Cristian. "Spain is a beautiful country; some friends have already come here, so we'll see if we can find a job," added Andrés.
With a plastic bag in hand, containing a few personal belongings, Rox Will Sanchez, a 29-year-old Venezuelan man who had arrived 10 days earlier, also entered the hostel. Once an osteopathy student in Caracas, Sanchez had already found work as a delivery man for the app Glovo, and was renting a bunk bed in a 12-person dormitory. He would pay anywhere between €15 and €20 per night, depending on the day. "There are people from Venezuela, Colombia, Peru, El Salvador and Yemen. They are not really tourists," Sanchez said. "Sleeping here is a temporary solution, until we find something better that's not too expensive." Meanwhile, nearly 500 people were sleeping in the corridors of Madrid-Barajas airport's Terminal 4.
Spain's population has been growing at a breakneck pace since the end of the Covid-19 pandemic, exceeding the capital city's housing capacity. According to the latest data from the National Institute of Statistics (INE), published on February 13, Spain's population surpassed 49 million in 2024, following a net increase of 450,000 residents, who mainly came from Colombia (157,000), Venezuela (107,000) and Morocco (106,000). In 2022, the country's net migration rate already stood at 727,000 people, followed by 642,000 in 2023. Over three years, its population has grown by 1.6 million. These figures exceed those recorded during the migration wave of the 2000s, which was driven by a boom in the construction sector.
Economic and political instability in Latin America
"Immigration is saving Spain's demographics," said Joaquin Recaño, a researcher at the Center for Demographic Studies at the Autonomous University of Barcelona. Spain is one of the European countries that has been most affected by demographic aging and declining birth rates, to the point where its natural population balance, which turned negative in 2015, has since deteriorated further. In 2022, Spain reported 133,000 more deaths than births, and in 2023, the gap stood at 113,000.
"The fertility rate is very low, at 1.12 children per woman," said Recaño. "And yet, in less than two years, we will have reached 50 million inhabitants – without even factoring in the impact of Donald Trump's election on international migration, which will likely lead to an increase in Latin American immigration to Spain, due to linguistic and historical ties."
Nearly 9.4 million people, or 19% of the country's inhabitants, were born abroad, according to the INE. This figure is significantly higher than the figure of 6.9 million foreign nationals (14% of the population), due to the widespread acquisition of Spanish nationality, particularly among Latin Americans. While Moroccans form the largest community of foreign nationals in Spain, with 1.1 million individuals, there are now over 4.2 million Latin Americans, especially Colombians (850,000) and Venezuelans (500,000).
Economic and political instability in Latin America, along with the labor needs in Spain's tourism, hospitality and service sectors, explain this surge in migration. Far from adopting the anti-immigration rhetoric that has spread across Europe, Spain has not tightened its borders, but has, instead, introduced measures to facilitate the regularization process.
"Without the immigrant population, half of the restaurants would be closed, construction sites would come to a halt, our elderly would be deprived of care and our crops would remain unharvested," said a senior Spanish political official. "If Europeans want to maintain their standard of living, they need millions of immigrants." According to the country's left-wing government, which relies on estimates from the Bank of Spain, the kingdom needs 250,000 to 300,000 foreign workers per year to support its welfare state, and particularly its pension system. 
In November 2024, a new piece of regulation was approved to allow nearly 300,000 undocumented people to be regularized every year until 2027. Beforehand, a procedure had already existed for individuals who could demonstrate that they had been present in the country for three years to obtain a residency permit, a process that was further made relatively simple by an option for people to register their presence on municipal records. Now, this regularization pathway, called "by becoming rooted," has been enhanced with the definition of five ways that a person can become anchored to the country – social, socio-educational, socio-professional, family, and "second chance" (for those who have failed to renew their residency permit) – and the period required to qualify has been reduced down to two years.
Tourism boom
The measure has been welcomed by the Spanish Confederation of Business Organizations (CEOE), which has regularly called for foreign work permits to be "simplified and processed more quickly." "We need 10,000 bus drivers, 80,000 workers in construction, a huge number of workers in hospitality and 50,000 workers in cybersecurity. It is essential that we welcome people and train them," said a major business leader in January.
This population increase, along with a tourism boom, is fueling Spain's strong economic growth, which reached 3.2% in 2024, compared to 1.1% in France and -0.2% in Germany. During an informal conversation with foreign correspondents in December 2024, Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez estimated that 40% of the current growth rate could be attributed to immigration, which has particularly boosted demand for goods and consumption.
In 2024, only 60,000 of the 470,000 jobs created were filled by people born in Spain, with 88% going to foreign nationals or dual nationals born overseas. Since January 2019, immigration has accounted for 70% of the jobs created in Spain.
"Two years ago, Spain was still mainly a transit country. It has now become a final destination for migrants, thanks to strong economic growth and a migration policy grounded in human rights," said Pilar Cancela, secretary of state for migration.
She highlighted that the new residents arriving in Spain were of working age. They have a higher employment rate than Spaniards, make less use of the country's overstretched healthcare system and do not put pressure on its education system, as schools have, on the contrary, struggled with increasingly empty classrooms. In addition, nearly 2.9 million foreign nationals now contribute to Spain's social security system, accounting for 13.6% of all of its affiliates, two percentage points more than in 2023.

While the regularization process has been made easier, the criteria for obtaining Spanish nationality have also been expanded in terms of immigrants' countries of origin, notably thanks to the ley de nietos ("law of grandchildren"). This provision, included in the 2022 "Democratic Memory Law", has made it easier for descendants of exiles – those forced to leave Spain under Franco's dictatorship "for political, ideological, religious reasons, or due to their sexual orientation or gender identity" – to acquire Spanish citizenship.
To ease these acquisition procedures, Spain's administration has presumed "that all Spaniards who left Spain between the [military uprising of] July 18, 1936, and December 31, 1955 [year of its entry into the United Nations]" were such exiles. As a result, huge lines formed outside Spanish consulates in countries like Argentina to obtain the coveted golden ticket.
'A welcoming city'
"I feel good in Madrid, it's a pleasant and welcoming city," said Juliano Gallo, 33, an industrial engineering graduate and actor who arrived from Buenos Aires in August 2022, to pursue a master's degree in screen acting. "In Argentina, with three-digit inflation and the crisis, it was impossible to find stability or any economic prospects – like taking out a mortgage, for instance."
After working part-time as a waiter, he had no trouble finding a job in sales at the telecommunications company Telefónica, earning €30,000 a year, including bonuses. Then, after having lived in a dark room, in an apartment he shared with five other Latin Americans, he eventually found a "great deal" in the outlying neighborhood of La Elipa. He rents a three-bedroom flat of about 70 square meters for €900, which he shares with two friends – one from Argentina, the other from Chile. "The deal with the landlord is that he doesn't raise the rent, and, in return, we don't complain about the damp or the poor condition of the flat," he said.
The housing issue is the main challenge the country now faces. According to the Bank of Spain, there is currently a shortage of 600,000 homes in the country. "Just to absorb the current migratory flows, 50,000 to 60,000 homes would need to be built per year," said Recaño. The social acceptance of the immigration phenomenon is at stake.
In September 2024, immigration was the top concern for Spaniards, according to a monthly barometer conducted by the Center for Sociological Research. This was an unprecedented position, linked to the migration crisis in the Canary Islands and political disputes between regions reluctant to take in unaccompanied minors. Since then, it has dropped to sixth place, well behind housing, the economy and unemployment.
However, the arrival of wealthy European, North American and Latin American nationals, drawn by the country's quality of life and who have been able to pay cash for properties at sky-high prices, has also created tension. In Barcelona, a city that already featured anti-tourist slogans in its graffiti, a new one has sprung up: "Expats and digital nomads out."
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