


The Raval Project: giving a voice to those who could not vote 

Introduction 

Who represents those who are not allowed to vote? Our project was born out of the realisation 

that a lot of public attention in the aftermath of the 2014 European elections was devoted to 

European citizens who chose not to vote. Fewer spoke of those who were unable to vote. Our 

project decided to focus on those who could not participate in these elections even if they 

wanted to, i.e. third country nationals living in the EU. 

This project has sought to enhance the political participation, representation and integration of 

immigrants. They have no right to vote in regional, national and European elections (some 

cannot vote even at local level), meaning they remain invisible and voiceless, despite their 

important contribution to European societies and the fact that they are affected by local, 

regional, national and European policies all the same. 

The right to vote is connected to holding a nationality of a member state. While in some 

countries, some non-EU immigrants have the right to vote in local elections, this does not 

extend to national or European ones. Moreover, the economic and political crisis that the 

European Union has been suffering in recent years has meant that the issue of the integration 

of migrants has been overshadowed by the change in political discourse on the European 

political agenda, and yet their integration into our societies remains as important as ever. 

This project proposed an innovative, pertinent and new focus on immigrants’ perspectives of 

political participation and included participation in EU elections as an issue to consider for 

giving these voiceless citizens a voice. This novel focus is particularly important because the EU 

has growing competences relating to borders and migration policy. Firstly, we undertook 

research on what these third country nationals settled in Europe think about the European 

Union and what their main aspirations, interests and preoccupations were. This was achieved 

through in-depth interviews and focus groups with immigrants and immigrant associations. 

Secondly, the project has made sure that these concerns reached local policymakers and will 

reach European ones. The focus groups and interviews took place, mainly, in El Raval, the 

neighbourhood in Barcelona with the highest concentration of third country nationals (with 

more than 20,000 non-EU citizens making up over 40% of the total population). 

Through the two-pronged approach of combining research and advocacy to defend the third 

country nationals’ right to vote, the project raised awareness of the issue at hand not only 

among immigrants but also among policymakers at local level. CIDOB has connected migrants 

and migrant associations with Catalan stakeholders and politicians and will reach the European 

level. In this way, CIDOB will have transmitted local concerns to all administrative levels. The 

project believes that the inclusion of third country nationals in the political life of the EU is vital 

for the health of our democracies and will further help to regenerate the democratic process 

both in member states and the EU, as the migrants are providing new insights and experiences. 

And, in our view, this project will remain particularly relevant given the difficult political 

context and the danger of the normalisation of hate speech. 

 



Descriptive report of Phase 1 and Phase 2 

Interviews and focus group development 

The objective of conducting interviews and focus groups was to get an insightful view of the 

problems, worries and aspirations of the third country nationals living in El Raval. At the same 

time, interviewees, participants and associations who are relevant actors at local level also 

engaged with the project as if it were their own. This report is meant to sum up the 

developments and results of phases 1 and 2 of The Raval Project: giving a voice to those who 

could not vote. 

Phase 1 consisted of ten in-depth interviews with representatives of immigrant associations or 

other associations working with immigrants in the Raval neighbourhood, our target area of 

research. In order to identify which associations we should interview and talk with, CIDOB 

collaborated with Tot Raval as a local partner. Tot Raval is a platform of associations with the 

goal of improving the quality of life in the neighbourhood. Tot Raval had the added value of 

knowing the reality on the ground perfectly because it works directly with the associations. 

After CIDOB made contact with the listed potential associations, we found that a large majority 

of them were willing to collaborate and talk openly. 

El Espacio del Inmigrante 12/12/2014 Organises conferences on migrant-related issues, supports mobilisations 

in favour of immigrants and offers legal and medical assistance. 

Amical Marroquí 15/12/2014 Focusses on the promotion of Moroccan culture and bridging Catalan 

and Moroccan cultures. It also offers solidarity to the members of the 

Moroccan community and legal advice when needed. 

Fedelatina* 16/12/2014 Dedicated to many issues such as culture, sports, cooperation, health, 

professional recognition etc. 

USOC-Inmigració 17/12/2014 A trade union department dedicated to migration.  

Diàlegs de Dona 15/01/2015 This is an association devoted to immigrant women, dedicated mainly to 

teaching Catalan and Spanish from beginner to more advanced levels. 

Casa Eslava* 22/01/2015 Works on bridging Slavic and Catalan cultures, promoting Slavic culture 

and on legal issues affecting their community. 

Consell Islàmic de 

Catalunya 

17/02/2015 Originally less devoted to migrant issues than to religious affairs, 

however, requests have increasingly led them to offer legal advice  

Associació de 

Treballadors Pakistanesos 

24/02/2015 This association tries to deal with labour problems experienced by the 

Pakistani community. 

El Mirador del Inmigrante 27/02/2015 A newspaper edited by a Pakistani in Pashto with news about Pakistan 

and El Raval. 

Centro Filipino Tuluyán 

San Benito 

04/03/2015 This association was critical because the Filipino community is very large 

in El Raval but excludes itself from other communities. They work on 

legal assistance and teaching the English language and Philippine culture. 

*Not based in El Raval but works with significant communities in terms of numbers in the area. 



After the in-depth interviews, the project organised four focus groups. Tot Raval and 

the associations we had interviewed put us in contact with potential candidates to participate 

in the focus groups. Organising the focus groups presented several challenges. The first was to 

find people willing to participate. We had to go beyond the associations and widen the 

participation requirements to be able to take in groups as representative and diverse as the 

Raval itself. This meant every focus group had different realities and personal situations around 

the table. For example, a few participants already held Spanish nationality while some others 

were not living in El Raval despite knowing the neighbourhood well and having their social life 

there. The project had previously established that every focus group should be made up of 

between six and eight people but we were not able to reach this number in all the meetings. 

The Raval Project organized four focus groups on the 14th, 16th, 20th and 28th of April 

2015 and assembled 17 people in total. Gender and nationality were varied: a man from 

Bolivia, a man from the Philippines, seven Pakistani women, two Pakistani men, a Moroccan 

man and woman, a woman from El Salvador, a man from Ukraine, a man from Tanzania and a 

man from Guinea. Some participants hesitated to take part since they did not want to give their 

names, be exposed to being recorded or were afraid of having problems with the 

administration. 

A round table was organised as a closing meeting with the association interviewees, 

the participants in the focus groups and the neighbourhood politicians on the 21st of July 2015. 

The aim of the round table was to transfer worries, expectations and demands from the non-

voters citizens of El Raval to the local politicians. We changed our scope from Catalan MEPs to 

local politicians because, as we learnt from the focus groups, citizens without the right to vote 

had more interest in the local sphere than the European and we wanted the round table to 

connect third country nationals living in El Raval with the actors they believe should address 

their demands and express their concerns. However, the project always raised the importance 

and influence of the European Union on issues that affect immigrants’ daily lives, and engaged 

with them in a debate on how useful it would be for them to have full political rights. 

Phase 1 and 2 results 

After analysing the results of the interviews and the focus groups, the project found it 

appropriate to organise the outputs into three different chapters: invisibility, aspirations and 

integration. These were the three key concepts defining immigrants’ challenges in El Raval 

neighbourhood. These are the impressions and thoughts from the ten in-depth interviews and 

the four focus groups. 

Invisibility 

Immigrants are not excluded from society in the sense that they are an important part 

of the labour system. They represent a significant presence in El Raval's streets but they feel 

invisible in the eyes of the administration and society. Invisibility means that immigrants have a 

general feeling of not being taken into account because they are not seen as equal citizens. 

Together with the in-depth interviews and focus groups, situations and factors were identified 

that contribute to increasing immigrants’ invisibility. These are: 



- Fear of any sort of criminalisation campaign, the increase in third country nationals’ 

precariousness, conceiving immigration in terms of utility. These aspects force 

immigrants to remain apart from the public space; to face precariousness on a daily 

basis, if it does not force them to leave the host country, dehumanises the people 

behind the immigration numbers. 

- Loss of rights (especially healthcare coverage), which must be seen in a twofold way. 

On the one hand, immigrants warn that if they begin to lose rights, what would stop 

other traditional groups at risk of invisibility or vulnerability like elderly people or 

women losing the same rights later on? On the other hand, it must be noted that losing 

such rights jeopardises not only coexistence, but the European project itself, as it is 

harder for immigrants to identify with the nation state they are living in if they are not 

treated like equals. 

- The organisation of the immigrant collective and their difficulty perceiving the 

administration as an interlocutor. Third country nationals rely on associations of 

immigrants to act as intermediaries between them and the administration. Therefore, 

there is neither direct relation between immigrants and administration nor close 

collaboration between administration and associations because of lack of resources 

and personnel. This also contributes to widening the gap between community leaders 

and presidents of associations and the rest of immigrants. At the same time, the 

restriction of the formal participation channels leads immigrants not to consider 

institutions as possible interlocutors. This position is further entrenched by the way the 

administration does not treat immigrants individually and its responses are directed at 

immigration as a whole, without taking into account the specificities of the different 

communities. This prevents the administration from looking for feasible solutions when 

dealing with immigration, such as adapting its structures or being more open-minded 

about the reality of migration.  

- Their origin. Country of origin is a burden that immigrants carry because of host 

country nationals’ perceptions. Immigrants are always referred to, for example, as 

“Spanish of Moroccan origin”, or “Spanish of Pakistani origin”, and are never 

considered equal by host country nationals and the children of immigrants continue to 

be immigrants and so on. They wonder when they'll stop being considered 

“immigrants”. Cultural promotion reinforces this idea as only the differentiating 

element is celebrated. A focus on culture is sometimes used to deliberately forget the 

development of political and social rights. 

Ultimately, their incapacity to organise themselves into powerful organisations that can 

influence the policymaking process, access to resources and equal treatment is what seriously 

threatens the possibility of becoming visible. For that reason, one way to fight invisibility would 

be through voting. 

 

 



Aspirations 

The most striking result found by the project was that achieving the right to vote was 

not the main aspiration for every participant. In many cases the right to vote is not even seen 

as a right to be won because is not on the agenda. Those who do not consider the right to vote 

a possibility, will think of it when such a possibility is put forward; in any case, there was 

general consensus that it was worth making some kind of pressure to obtain it. Third country 

nationals familiar with the immigrant’s struggle for the right to vote believed that this 

aspiration will only be fulfilled by a bottom-up process. Aspirations are what immigrants would 

like to accomplish, have, become or obtain in the host country they live in. 

- There were two major aspirations. To have their basic needs guaranteed. Without this, 

it is very difficult to think further and the achievement of political rights are hindered. 

The second is to obtain the nationality of the host country; although for third country 

nationals there is a difference between having the nationality and fully exercising the 

rights that nationality confers. 

- There was recurrent comparison to the situation for women before universal suffrage. 

Third country nationals know how absurd that situation was and appeal now to that 

precedent to claim their political rights. They also aspire to have the same attention 

women do. For example, in political parties, women usually lead the department 

devoted to gender policies; immigrants claim that the section devoted to migration 

issues should be led by an immigrant because he or she would eventually have more 

empathy and it would draw immigrants closer to political participation. 

- Third country nationals would also like to see a different relationship with political 

parties. Until now, they complain that political parties either use them to take pictures 

together and attract naturalised immigrants or to attract national votes by criticising 

immigration. They want a horizontal relation with political parties that does not 

develop into dependence. Similar demands have been raised in recent times by host 

country national voters, which suggests that third country nationals without the right 

to vote and people from host countries have convergent goals. They also look up to the 

administration to help them solve their problems and listen to their demands without 

forgetting their individual responsibilities. They are fully aware that integration means 

rights and duties. At some point, they would like to stop being immigrants, being seen 

as immigrants, being treated as immigrants and exercise their citizenship fully. 

- Another of their aspirations is to have their own references in the public space. One of 

their complaints is that immigration is always surrounded by stereotypes and they 

want a change of that situation. An example is how immigration appears on TV. 

Immigrants always play the role of criminals or poorly-conceived roles that reinforce 

the stereotyped view of migration. It would be good for their aspirations for other 

people from their communities to appear in the media speaking about issues of 

general interest so they would be seen as any other citizen. 

It is unclear to third country nationals whom to address or how to proceed to fulfil 

these aspirations. They have the feeling that the administration and politicians have a role in 



responding to citizen’s demands, but, in general, host country nationals ask the same 

questions. Certainly, if they pay taxes, they should have the same rights and duties as other 

citizens. 

Integration 

The project also debated how invisibility can be overcome and how to integrate their 

aspirations into society. Third country nationals see the right to vote is an important first step 

to becoming integrated. Moreover, obtaining the right to vote would not only help integrate 

immigrants but would also help fight the bad image of politics in general and the imaginary 

belief that immigrants saturate public services. During the interviews and focus groups the 

ways to make immigrants feel more integrated and how this should be achieved was discussed. 

- Immigrants should be addressed on issues not related to migration so they can be 

seen as citizens. This would also help to fight anti-immigrant discourse. Despite the 

existence of a perceived latent racism on a daily basis in neighbourhood life, third 

country nationals and country nationals live without major coexistence and have found 

areas of cooperation in their mutual interests. The best example is the platform of 

people affected by mortgages, PAH in its Spanish initials, where without distinction by 

nationality, citizens tried to stop evictions. 

- Low institutional presence at all levels hinders their integration. Voting is a way to 

have institutional impact as without the right to vote, interest in politics and decisions 

made by politicians are not their concern and that does not stimulate integration. 

There are even immigrants who care about the elections in their country of origin and 

do not care at all about elections in the host country. 

- The identity to which third country nationals in El Raval feel closest is local identity. 

They feel they belong to El Raval and Barcelona. Especially if it is taken into account 

that when they were asked in which elections they would like to vote the most, the 

majority said local elections because it is where they live. Being able to decide on the 

daily life of the city by voting is a step towards integration. Although some of them are 

not fully aware that migration policies on nationality, regrouping, residence and work 

permits are not managed by local authorities, third country nationals are aware that 

policies that affect them as city inhabitants like kindergarten, access to housing, health 

care system, job training and access, language and so on are managed by the local 

administration or at least the administration can have some influence. 

- Another key aspect of integration is learning the local language. Language is a basic 

right and also a duty, and through learning and mastering a language one can develop 

an identity and start interrelating with country nationals more easily. Regarding 

identity, it would be easier to start creating local identity because it feels closer to their 

daily reality, and step by step developing a European consciousness. 

The possible role for the EU helping to integrate immigrants in member states was 

never mentioned clearly in the discussions. In general, the EU has a positive image among 

immigrants but there were voices describing the EU as something artificial that could 



disintegrate at any moment, especially when the news shows immigrants sinking and dying in 

the Mediterranean and on its external borders. The common answer was that most know the 

EU exists, although it is unknown how it works. Moreover, it is perceived as something distant, 

very bureaucratic, far away from the average citizen and so even further away from 

immigrants, that it uses a language that is very difficult to understand, is something that cannot 

be seen and that does not have physical visibility as the local administration does. It was also 

argued that even EU citizens do not know how the EU works either and generally they feel the 

same way. However, there is a general sense that the EU is somehow omnipotent, that the EU 

has enough power to pressure states and solve immigrants’ problems. Europe should be 

perceived as a force capable of assuring rights and opportunities and having a role in 

promoting citizenship not only in the form of a passport but active citizenship that guarantees 

equal opportunities for everyone. 

When asked if it makes sense to vote in European elections for third country nationals 

if they cannot vote in local elections, there were very disparate answers: the project found out 

that, for some, it makes sense because participating is always good and if they voted in the 

European elections, it would be easier for them to vote later in other elections; others said that 

it does not make any sense since they do not even know what the European elections are for. 

One thing that came across in every interview and almost every focus group is that the wave of 

indignation that affected Spain also affected immigrants. They look at public representatives 

and feel totally unrepresented. They ask for the representation and active political participation 

that could be possible if they had the right to vote. 

 

Conclusions 

Third country nationals are part of society and, as such, have the right to be treated 

equally to any other country national. They have the right to overcome their invisibility, fulfil 

their aspirations and achieve full and complete integration. In order to achieve that, 

institutions and public administrations have a role to play; they have to adapt to a new reality 

and move from a welcoming society to a fully integrated society. It is necessary to count on 

immigrant associations but it should not be forgotten that there are more immigrants outside 

associations and that migration challenges do not have only one solution but possible answers 

too. 

Although the right to vote is not third country nationals’ first priority, the project found 

that third country nationals are eager to have it. They and host country nationals have similar 

concerns regarding political participation and representation and having the right to choose 

one’s representatives empowers and gives the capacity of agency to the voter. Granting them 

the right to vote at local elections, which are the polls they would like to vote the most, will be 

a first step with two-fold consequences: Firstly, immigrants will engage in democratic 

participation; and secondly, it will enable them to think beyond the local level, which would 

also encourage them to develop a European identity. The right to vote also benefits our 

societies as it makes them more democratically healthy, integrated and socially cohesive. 


