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Providing Assistance To Undocumented
Migrants: The Reality
As mentioned previously in the discussion on methodology, interviews were carried out at organizations in

France, Spain and Italy. The results from these in-depth discussions on providing assistance to undocumented

migrants are presented in this chapter. The first section focuses on various types of assistance in the areas of

basic social rights (food, health care, housing, work, education and legal advice). Special groups of concern

amongst undocumented migrants, including women, unaccompanied minors, and undocumented migrants in

detention, are given attention. The development and methods of migrants’ groups in all three countries is high-

lighted, and the diverse methods that organizations use to work on the structural level are presented. The final

section is a discussion of various organizational and ethical dilemmas organizations are faced with in their daily

work.

Basic Social Rights (4.1)

The basic social rights of food, health care, housing, work, education, and legal advice are often very difficult for

undocumented migrants to properly meet, due to their irregular situation. Organizations offer these services

themselves, refer migrants to other organizations that provide them, and/or work with social services to try to

integrate undocumented migrants into the public services (this is particularly the case for health care, as well as

for housing and education). 

One type of assistance in the area of basic social rights is the solidarity extended by people all over Europe’s

southern coasts to those who arrive irregularly by boat. This is especially visible in Spain and Italy, where many

local residents spontaneously offer food, clothing, blankets, and even accommodation in their own homes to

undocumented migrants who have survived treacherous crossings by sea. This type of assistance covers sev-

eral areas and has not been included as a specific category, but is nonetheless a crucial element of the assis-

tance provided to undocumented migrants in the area of basic social rights: 

“This weekend there was a massive arrival in Cadiz and the local population helped the immigrants that

arrived on the coast. We have here a phenomenon that is very interesting, very peculiar within the area

of undocumented migrants due to the help they receive from the local population upon arrival. This isn’t

so much political help but rather a sense that this situation is intolerable and these people who arrive in

this situation can’t be treated like dogs. The local population themselves support them by giving them

coats and there was also the case of a Spanish woman who breastfed a baby that arrived in a patera

(small boat). This phenomenon occurs in all the zones where the pateras arrive.” 

(Human rights activist in Spain) 

Food (4.1.1)

The basic human need of food is often very difficult for undocumented migrants to properly meet, due to their

precarious living conditions and marginalized situation. Unable to obtain public assistance for food vouchers

or financial help, undocumented migrants are forced to be self-sufficient in finding adequate food. Many rely

on their own earnings from work in the informal economy to buy food. However, not all migrants are able to

maintain steady work, and even with a regular job, it is not always easy to fulfill the need for adequate food. 

P I C U M

C H A P T E R 4

51



Recognizing the importance of this basic social right, many organizations dedicate their efforts to providing

food for undocumented migrants. One of the most common initiatives is to run a soup kitchen that provides

meals several times a day or week, depending on the organization’s availability and capacities. In Rome,

many undocumented migrants know of the soup kitchen run by Comunità di Sant’Egidio, which is open three

days a week and serves 1,300 people per day, of which approximately 1,000 are immigrants. Another soup

kitchen run by the Centro Astalli in Rome serves fewer people per day but is open 6 days a week. Soup

kitchens run by Caritas are widespread in Spain and Italy, and provide food on a daily basis to many people in

need, many of which are undocumented migrants.  

Another way that organizations provide food is through the distribution of food packets. The food pantry pro-

gram run by SSIM is what the organization is most well known for in Barcelona: 

SSIM - Servei Solidari I Missioner Caputxins de Catalunya I Baleares (Barcelona, Spain) 

SSIM was created on July 5th, 1991, in the provincial chapter of the Capuchin Fathers of Catalonia and

the Balearics, to enhance volunteer work based on fulfilling the needs of the so-called 3rd world and 4th

world (especially immigrants). SSIM began its activities in 1992 when a Capuchin priest who had initially

worked in Colombia returned to Spain and wanted to continue working with Latin Americans. He began

visiting Colombian prisoners in Barcelona who were imprisoned due to drug trafficking, and started work-

ing with their family members, many of whom came to Spain to be with their relatives in prison. After

three months they became irregular, and had to look for ways to become legalized to remain in the coun-

try. In the beginning it was not difficult to obtain residence permits for them, but with the big wave of Latin

American immigrants in 1996-1997, a lot of hardship started to appear, since Spain wasn’t prepared to

receive so many immigrants. SSIM opened a reception center and began to work with a team of volun-

teers. They began to distribute clothing, especially to Latin Americans who arrived in winter with short-

sleeved shirts and no jackets. Afterwards they started to provide food and made contact with the Red

Cross and other organizations to provide a food pantry. SSIM annually provides 60 tons of food, to

approximately 150 families every week. Food packets are distributed every Wednesday. The food pack-

ets contain a well-balanced ensemble of food.

Clothing Services 

Many of the organizations interviewed that provide food for undocumented migrants also run clothing servic-

es. Caritas is well known for its soup kitchens as well as its clothing service. KARIBU in Madrid runs a cloth-

ing service because many of the sub-Saharan African undocumented migrants the organization works with

arrive in emergency situations or cannot enter a protection program. Many organizations that provide food

and clothing also have a religious affiliation. They receive much support from religious communities, espe-

cially in terms of volunteers needed to run the activities.  

Health (4.1.2)

Legislation in France, Spain and Italy provides various measures for public health care for undocumented

migrants. In January 2001 in France, the “Aide médicale d’état” (AME) entered into force. AME provides free

health care for those who cannot benefit from health insurance and foreigners irregularly residing in France (it

is thus largely directed at undocumented migrants). AME in public hospitals is accessible to all undocument-

ed migrants in France, regardless of how long they have resided irregularly in France. Undocumented

migrants who have proof of three years of uninterrupted residence in France can qualify for treatment outside

the public hospitals. 

P I C U M

C H A P T E R 4

52




