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Abstract 
The twenty-first century begins with a rupture of the migratory pattern in the Basque Country, a 
region located in the north of Spain, transforming it from a community which exports its popula-
tion to one which receives it. Despite the current economic crisis, the Basque Country continues to 
be a destination for foreigners, now in many cases coming from other Spanish regions most af-
fected by this crisis. Given the quantitative and qualitative importance of these migration flows, in 
this research we analyze the contribution of immigrants to the demographic dynamics of the Bas-
que Country. By also identifying their patterns of spatial localization, we examine their contribu-
tion to the correction or accentuation of regional imbalances in the population distribution. The 
results reveal that the demographic recovery rests primarily on contributions of this immigrant 
population, a population which also promotes the rejuvenation of an aging society, although it is 
far from correcting regional imbalances and may contribute to accentuating them. 
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1. Introduction 
The Spanish population has grown continuously since the beginning of the twenty-first century, from 40.5 mil-
lion inhabitants in 2000 to 47.2 million in 2012, a growth of 16.7% in that period. In 2012, a slight decline in 
population began, but there were still 46.7 million inhabitants in 2014. A large part of this growth can be ex-
plained by the net inflow of individuals from other countries: in just 12 years, it has grown from 1 million to 
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over 5 million. 
Spain had gone from being one of the European Union countries with the lowest percentage of foreign popu-

lation (2.28% of the total population in 2000), to almost the highest ranking in this indicator (only Germany 
surpasses Spain in the volume of immigrants)1. Despite the slowdown of new immigrants due to the economic 
crisis, immigrant population still exceeded 10.7% of the total population in 2014 (5.02 million). 

In regards to the destination of foreigners, Catalonia, Madrid, the Valencian Community and Andalusia are 
the regions with the highest concentration. These happen to be the most populated regions of Spain, regardless 
of other aspects related to their structure and economic activities. By contrast, in the northwestern and western 
areas of the peninsula the immigrant population is noticeably lower. 

The Basque Country, located in the Cantabrian area of northern Spain, has also been a participant in this in-
flux of foreign population, although later and with less intensity than in other regions. At the end of the last cen-
tury, foreigners represented less than 1% of the population of the Basque Country (0.7% in 1998), but in 2014, a 
little over a decade later, they accounted for 6.5%. 

Being a recipient of this important contingent of the population can have implications at various levels: de-
mographic, spatial, social, economic, etc. It can contribute to the growth of the population as a whole, altering 
not only the size of the total population but also its age structure, as the immigrants are relatively young. In ad-
dition, depending on their settlement patterns, it may influence the spatial distribution of the population. 

The Basque Country, a region where the aging of its population exceeds the national average, enjoys a more 
favorable economic situation, even during the stage of economic crisis, making it somewhat “special.” It is an 
attractive option for foreigners already settled in other regions of Spain. Given the profile of these new members 
of the population, their influx can be considered a way to cushion not only the demographic loss but also the 
aging Basque population—an aging that will be accentuated in the absence of prompt corrective measures. In 
fact, the latest population projections of the Basque Statistics Institute (Eustat) estimate that 26.5% of the popu-
lation will be over age 65 by 2026, with a life expectancy for men of 82.6 years and 88.4 for women. 

The objective of this research is to identify the patterns of spatial localization of this immigrant population in 
the Basque Country and its contribution to the correction (or accentuation) of the spatial imbalances in the dis-
tribution of the population. It also seeks to analyze the actual role the immigrant population plays or could play 
in the recovery and rejuvenation of the Basque population. 

The analysis is based primarily on sources of statistics from the National Institute of Statistics (INE). The 
Municipal Population Register (Statistics of the Continuous Municipal Register, with reference to the 1st of 
January of each year) provides population data on natives and immigrants. The Statistics of Migration facilitate 
data annually on movements of population and migratory balances (external and internal). 

The work is structured as follows: Section 2 reviews some studies that include the main perspectives from 
analysis of the phenomenon of immigration. Sections 3 and 4 focus on the study of immigration in the Basque 
Country: its contribution to the recovery of the population, its age structure and its spatial distribution. Finally in 
Section 5, we present the main conclusions and suggestions arising from the research. 

2. The Phenomenon of Immigration: Previous Studies 
Various theories attempt to explain the migration phenomenon from different perspectives, e.g., economic, labor 
market, social networks, etc. [1]. The differences in opportunities or net economic benefits (mainly wage differ-
ences or existence of employment opportunities, irrespective of any other factors) are the main cause of migra-
tion [2]. The persistently large difference in opportunities is a powerful call for migratory movements, be they 
regional or international. 

Migrations are inherently spatial phenomena, though the consequences of population movements go beyond 
mere changes and displacements of human resources. The study of migration is above all the study of the beha-
vior of individuals and groups and their integration into the economies of recipient countries, which makes it a 
complex issue about which perspective can be gained from interdisciplinary analysis ([3]-[10]). 

Given its complexity, the specialized literature approaches immigration from different angles. Some authors 
study the determinants of these migration flows ([11] for OECD countries; [12] for Canada and the USA; [13] 
for countries of the European Union; or [14] for Spain). There is also ample literature that addresses the effects 
of the arrival of new immigrants. Reference [15] focuses on the economy in the USA, [16] in the UK and [17] in 

 

 

1In the article, we use the terms foreigner and immigrant interchangeably to refer to those who reside in Spanish territory but do not have 
Spanish nationality. 
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Ireland, Spain and Greece. Focusing on the Spanish case, [18] notes that immigration has had a positive impact 
on business and, in addition to the effects on the labor market and on economic growth, the arrival of immi-
grants has also had an impact on the social welfare system. Reference [19] discusses the same aspects in the 
Basque Country. Reference [20] focuses on the impact immigration has on the viability and sustainability of the 
public pension system. The impact of immigration on the labor market is also the focus of numerous studies: [21] 
or the successive reports prepared for the Permanent Observatory of Immigration under the Ministry of Labor 
and Immigration ([22] [23]). 

We can also find a vast amount of national and international literature related to the location and geographic 
distribution of these new members of the population. Given that, as noted above, the migrations are also pheno-
mena of space, the study of their possible influence on spatial distribution is of interest, an aspect barely studied 
and which is addressed in this research. In various countries foreign immigration is considered an alternative to 
alleviate the problem of rural depopulation, while helping the economic revitalization of those areas ([24] or 
[25]). In relation to the location and geographical distribution of the immigrant population, [26] perceive re-
markable spatial differences in the city of Barcelona and its metropolitan region. Reference [27] considers the 
foreign population to be the main factor of population growth in most of the rural municipalities in Spain. Also 
[9] highlight the fundamental role of immigration as slowing the depopulation in rural Spain, and add that even 
during the period of crisis, migration flows to rural areas manage to compensate for the losses of the native pop-
ulation, albeit to a lesser degree. 

A steady exodus of the population is incompatible with any aspiration for endogenous development [28]. The 
mass emigration of some areas limits their capacity for growth, due to weakening their production and their hu-
man and social capital and, in addition, their capacity for economic development [29]. The arrival of immigrants 
could be seen as a solution to the depopulation of some municipalities. However, there could be some doubt or 
skepticism about the viability of relying solely on the immigrant population to compensate for problems of de-
population and aging in some areas. 

In some countries (USA, Canada or Australia, mainly) studies about patterns of spatial distribution and mo-
bility of the immigrant population are common. These countries have specific programs aimed at directing the 
immigrant population to less populated areas and/or areas with labor shortages [30]. In Spain, however, the spa-
tial perspective of the research related to immigration is quite recent and therefore existing literature with that 
approach is limited. One aim of this work is to help to fill this gap. 

3. Immigration in the Basque Country, 2000-2014 
The Basque Country, located in the Cantabrian zone of northern Spain, is a region that deserves special exami-
nation. Its population experienced a slight decline in the last quarter of the century. The population levels it had 
at the beginning of the 1980s were not reached again until the early part of the 21st century, almost 30 years lat-
er. A recovery began at the turn of the millennium and continues to the present, with a growth of 4.3% in the pe-
riod of 2000-2014. 

Due to the significant inflow of immigrants from various countries, as well as from other regions of Spain, the 
last decade has been witness to a series of fundamental changes in the size and composition of the population. 

The twenty-first century begins with a rupture in the migratory patterns of the Basque Country, which ceases 
to be a region that exports its population and becomes instead a host region. The relative weight of foreign resi-
dents has increased considerably (from 21,140 registered in 2000 to 141,316 in 2014), which implies a shift of 
1.0% to 6.5% of the total population (see Figure 1). The presence of immigrant population in the Basque Coun-
try is relatively less than in Spain as a whole, and also a bit delayed. However, its contribution has been crucial 
for the maintenance and growth of the Basque population. 

In addition, it is the region (or autonomous community, as it is referred to in Spain) with the highest in-
ter-regional migration balance of foreign population during the years 2008-2013 (and, although the data are pro-
visional, also in 2014). That is to say, it has the greatest net inflow of immigrant population coming from the rest 
of Spanish autonomous communities (Figure 2). 

Some studies indicate that in Spain, the immigrant population extends from the south and the Mediterranean 
coast towards the interior and the center of the peninsula [31], while Madrid is one of the main gateways into the 
country. 

Other authors [32] demonstrate that the longer the time of residence in the country, the greater the propensity 
for internal migration, which suggests the importance of knowledge of the host country’s labor market. Those  
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Figure 1. Percentage of immigrants in the Basque Country. Source: Municipal 
Register of the INE.                                                   

 

  
 

  
Figure 2. Inter-regional migratory balance of foreign population in the Basque Country. 2008-2013. Source: Statistics of Mi-
grations, INE.                                                                                              
 
communities initially receiving the majority of immigrant population later become the main source of domestic 
migration towards regions where the impact of the economic crisis is less severe. 

Reference [9] points out, in this respect, that the comparison of the spatial distribution maps of the immigrant 
population during different periods in Spain shows that the populations tends to spread gradually towards the 
interior of the peninsula and push out into the north from the Ebro Valley. Further to the north and northwest 
(Cantabrian coast) the presence is smaller but varied, perhaps due to the scattered nature of the habitat and to the 
climatology, as well as the fact that productive activities (mainly intensive agriculture, construction and tourism) 
that traditionally have demanded this type of workforce represent a lighter portion of the economy of that re-
gion. 

In this regard, the recent major influx of immigrants to the Basque Country is understandable because it is 
among the economically best-performing regions: the GDP per capita is higher and the unemployment rate low-
er than in most other Spanish regions. In addition, given current trends, it is foreseeable that this inter-regional 
flow of immigrants to the Basque Country will continue. 
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The favorable economic situation during that period also caused the local workforce to discard certain kinds 
of jobs that went on to be covered by the immigrant workforce. It also favored a higher level of integration of 
native women in the labor market, consequently creating a new demand for labor in domestic work, child care 
and care for the elderly. 

The start of the crisis marked a decline in the net inflow of population from other countries. However, it was a 
pulling force on foreign populations living in the most disadvantaged regions of Spain. 

Although the economic crisis has been present in all areas of Spain, it has not affected all territories alike. 
Reference [33] concludes that eight of the ten least vulnerable Spanish cities, and therefore more resistant to the 
crisis, are Basque. They argue that a lower exposure to the real estate sector, the internationalization of some of 
its industry, active policies in R&D, and social protection, are factors that may account for the positive perfor-
mance of Basque municipalities. Regardless of other aspects, such as the existence of immigrant networks, this 
better performance seems to have been an attracting factor for foreign populations located initially throughout 
the Spanish territory. 

4. Results 
4.1. Contribution of Immigrant Population to the Growth 
In addition, the contribution of this new population has been vital to the growth of the Basque population. The 
calculation of that contribution comes from the following method: total population pobT is the aggregate of the 
population with Spanish nationality pobN and the population with foreign nationality pobX. Consider any two 
periods, t and s, then you can write 

t s t s s t s s

s s s s s

pobT pobT pobN pobN pobN pobX pobX pobX
pobT pobN pobT pobX pobT

   − − −
= × + ×   
   

 

to obtain the growth of the total population as the weighted sum of the growth of the national population and the 
immigrant population in a given period (t - s). We examine the period of 2000-2014 because migration flows 
begin to exhibit significant figures at the beginning of the century. The results are shown in Table 1. 

Considering the population of the region as a whole, which increased by 4.3% between 2000 and 2014, the 
contribution of the foreign population to growth has been decisive, given that the contribution of the national 
population has been negative. In other words, without the contributions of the immigrant population, the Basque 
Country would have lost population. 

4.2. Age Structure of the Immigrant Population 
Upon analyzing the age structure of the population, we find that the foreign age structure has little resemblance 
to that of the national. 

In the native group we observe an aging population with high life expectancy and a reduced child population. 
More than 21% of the native population is over the legal age of retirement (mostly women, at 57.8%) and only 
about 13% are under 14 years of age. 

Upon comparing the population pyramids of 1971 and 2014 (see Figure 3), we appreciate the process of an 
aging population in the Basque Country. While the decline in birth rate has made the base of the pyramid thinner 
over time, the increase in life expectancy has increased the volume of population of elderly people. 

The Basque Country is immersed in a process of aging, more pronounced than that of Spain as a whole. The 
proportion of people over 64 years of age has grown steadily, reaching over 20% of the resident population on 
January 1, 2014, a percentage that is higher than the Spanish average of 18% (Figure 4). 

Dependency rates (ratio of the population under the age of 16 and older than 64, to the population of 16 to 64 
years old, expressed as a percentage) also reveal an aging of the resident population in the Basque Country, once 
again higher than that of Spain as a whole (see Figure 5). 

This indicator has clear economic significance as it represents the ratio of the potentially inactive population 
to the potentially active one, a ratio which also shows continued growth. 

Focusing, however, on the foreign population, we see that elderly immigrants represent a very small percen-
tage (2.36% are over age 65) and the vast majority (41.31%) are between 25 and 39 years of age, of which 46.47% 
are male, which corresponds to the entry age of the immigrant in Spain. Only 18.57% of foreigners residing in  
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Figure 3. Population Pyramid Source: our own design, based on data from 
the Municipal Register (INE).                                              

 

 
Figure 4. Percentage of population over 64 years of age. Source: Munici-
pal Register (INE).                                                   

 

 
Figure 5. Age dependency ratio. Source: Municipal Register (INE).       

 
the Basque Country are older than 45 (Figure 6). 

This different age structure, with hardly any individuals of advanced age, may constitute a certain slow down 
of the progressive aging of the Basque population and a means of rejuvenation of the total population, since 
these new groups also have higher birth rates (Figure 7). 

In addition to the strictly quantitative aspects, one of the effects most relevant to the influx of immigrant pop-
ulation is occurring in the age structure of the population, which will have implications on the labor market, as 
well as on the demography and the economy as a whole, given that the majority of the immigrant population is  
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Table 1. Total population growth, 2000-2014. Contribution of national and immigrant population to the growth (%).               

 Growth of Total Pop. Contribution of National 
Pop. 

Contribution of  
Immigrant Pop. 

Contribution Immigrant  
Pop./Growth of Total Pop. 

Alava 12.37 4.38 7.98 64.55 

Guipuzcoa 5.27 −0.41 5.68 107.78 

Biscay 1.69 −3.49 5.19 306.32 

Basque Country 4.31 −1.42 5.73 132.95 

Source: Our own design, based on data from the Municipal Register (INE). 
 

 
Figure 6. Immigrant population pyramid, 2014. Source: Municipal Regis-
ter of (INE).                                                         

 

 
Figure 7. Birth rates. Native and foreign population Source: Natural 
Movement of Population (INE).                                       

 
of working age and contributes significantly to raise the rate of activity. 
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population in the region, an aspect also of great importance insofar as it could contribute to either accentuating 
or mitigating the imbalances in the regional distribution of the population. 

4.3. Spatial Distribution of the Immigrant Population 
In the Basque Country, three major urban areas have been established, the center of each being the provincial 
capitals, which are gradually expanding towards municipalities and well-connected neighboring districts. These 
three metropolitan areas consolidate about 75% of the population of the Basque Country into an area equal to 
one fourth of the region. This has resulted in a very uneven spatial distribution of population and economic ac-
tivity, with significant harm primarily to rural areas. It is a phenomenon present in many regions of industria-
lized countries and the European Union in particular, which is why policies to promote the development of rural 
areas have been implemented for more than the last two decades [34]. 

Given the existing imbalances in the regional distribution of the population of the Basque Country, it is inter-
esting to analyze the patterns of regional settlement of the immigrant population, especially considering the role 
it has played in slowing down depopulation of some rural areas of Spain [9]. 

We observe that, in general, the distribution of the immigrant population in Spain follows a similar pattern to 
that of the native population. As in most countries, it initially tends to be concentrated in large urban areas which 
are more attractive in terms of employment opportunities and provision of services [35]. As noted by [2], the in-
dividual not only considers the relative income but also the services and advantages offered by different regions. 

In regards to total population, the strongest demographic concentrations are in the provinces of Alava and 
Biscay, whose metropolitan areas concentrate nearly 80% of the provincial population in about a quarter of the 
territory. In the province of Guipuzcoa, the imbalance is less pronounced, since the metropolitan area formed 
around the capital concentrates only 62.5% of the population. 

This concentration is even higher if we refer to the immigrant population, and especially to the one living in 
the province of Alava, where nearly 90% of immigrants are concentrated in the capital and its periphery. At a 
general level, the provincial distribution of the immigrant population roughly corresponds to the weight of pop-
ulation of each of the provinces. 

The Gini coefficients allow for the comparison of the degree of concentration of foreign and national popula-
tions in the Basque municipalities (Table 2)2. 

Alava is the province with the largest imbalances in the spatial distribution of the population. The Gini coeffi-
cient, as an expression of the degree of inequality, has the highest values in that province, both in the native and 
immigrant population (although the values of the latter are somewhat larger), indicating a greater degree of con-
centration. 

Imbalances in Biscay and Guipuzcoa are less pronounced, but are far from uniformity: Gini coefficients in 
2014 are 0.79 and 0.73, respectively, for the nationals and 0.84 and 0.76, respectively, for the immigrants. In 
Biscay, 29.6 % of the indigenous population is concentrated in the capital, and 38.8% of the foreign population 
of the province. In the case of Guipuzcoa, these percentages are 26% and 27%, respectively. 

In general we observe that the immigrant population presents higher levels of concentration than the national 
population; however, with the passage of time, the degree of concentration decreases. The resulting coefficients 
 
Table 2. Gini coefficients. National and immigrant population. 2000, 2008, 2014.                                       

 2000 2008 2014 

 National Immigrant National Immigrant National Immigrant 

Alava 0.8852 0.9209 0.8767 0.9170 0.8787 0.9112 

Guipuzcoa 0.7444 0.7864 0.7352 0.7751 0.7319 0.7588 

Biscay 0.8099 0.8730 0.7971 0.8453 0.7910 0.8392 

Basque Country 0.8148 0.8632 0.8035 0.8484 0.7998 0.8385 

Source: our own design, based on data from the Municipal Register (INE) 

 

 

2This coefficient is a measure of inequality with values between 0 and 1, where 0 corresponds to perfect uniformity (uniform distribution of 
the population in the territory) and 1 to perfect inequality. In other words, proximity of the indicator to the unit indicates a total absence of 
uniformity in the distribution of the population. 
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for recent years, compared with 2000, have slightly lower values. 
As the immigrant population’s time of residence increases, they become familiar with resources (strengthen-

ing their social capital) and adjust to new environments and activities and, as a result, tend to spread out geo-
graphically, decreasing the concentration in some areas and lessening the value of the coefficients. In this regard, 
although initially the opposite happens, immigrants’ stabilization in the Basque Country could be considered a 
way to help smooth out the current imbalances in the distribution of the population throughout the region. 

5. Concluding Remarks 
Despite the crisis, the Basque Country continues to be a target of foreign population, partially because during the 
last few years foreign immigration coming from other Spanish regions harder hit by the economic crisis has in-
creased significantly, a tendency which continues although to a lesser degree. The Basque Country is the region 
with the lowest rate of unemployment (16.6% in the last quarter of 2014, compared with the national average of 
23.7%) and is among those with the highest GDP per capita. Testament to the favorable social and economic 
situation is that eight of the ten Spanish cities considered least vulnerable or most resistant to the crisis are found 
in this region. 

The contribution of this immigrant population had been crucial to achieving a demographic recovery in the 
Basque Country, which grew by 4.3% between 2000 and 2014, since the contribution of the local population had 
been negative. Without the contributions of the foreign population, the Basque Country would have lost popula-
tion. 

The influx of immigrant population, predominantly young and with high birth rates constitutes a kind of 
slowing of the progressive aging of the Basque population and a means of rejuvenation of the total population. 

Implications are not only demographic, but also economic. The immigrant population, given that it is primar-
ily in its working years, contributes significantly to raise the rate of economic activity, therefore affecting both 
the labor market and economic activity. 

With regard to the location and spatial distribution of the immigrant population, in general we observe that 
their behavior is not very different from that of the nationals: their main destinations are the metropolitan areas 
(provincial capitals and neighboring municipalities), areas that have gained notable economic momentum over 
the past decade and that, therefore, offer more employment opportunities than other areas. 

The immigrant population, in the absence of other channels of information, and considering the type of jobs 
they mainly occupy, find better employment opportunities in the major urban areas which are where they tend to 
initially set up residence. 

In this regard, the degree of concentration of the immigrant population is higher than that of the national pop-
ulation, indeed the indices of concentration are also higher. Nevertheless, it has been observed that with the pas-
sage of time, these indices of concentration tend to fall, which indicates that the immigrant population gradually 
tends to spread out geographically, settling even into rural areas with severe depopulation and aging problems. 
Although immigrants’ settlement patterns initially contribute to accentuating regional imbalances, that effect 
tends to correct itself the longer the immigrant remains in the country. 

Moreover, these additions to the population are particularly significant if we consider that they have occurred 
without prior planning, which suggests that with a minimum level of planning and specific programs, we could 
easily draw higher levels of immigrant populations, a portion of which could be directed to the most demo-
graphically disadvantaged regions. 

The interest of arbitrating this type of policy planning and management is more evident if one considers the 
latest demographic projections of the Basque Statistics Institute (Eustat), according to which, by the year 2026, 
the Basque Country will have 100,000 fewer people, in addition to a 26.5% of its population over 65 years of 
age. 

Considering the foreseeable decline in population, it is entirely justified that policies related to planning and 
management of migration receive greater attention and have a greater role, as they may be one of the few feasi-
ble means to the revitalization of the population. 

Local institutions, due to their proximity and to their knowledge of the environment and its social framework, 
should play a more active role in the management of some of these active policies aimed at the immigrant popu-
lation. 
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