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In the field of prison research, women have
historically occupied a secondary place, with
incarcerated migrant women representing an even
less studied minority.' The lack of specific
reintegration strategies perpetuates their
discrimination and vulnerability, hindered by the
intersection of poverty, gender, and migratory
status.

This intersectionality magnifies the disadvantages
in reintegration and exposes deficiencies in public policy
that could be addressed through development
cooperation by creating programs aligned with the
rehabilitative objectives of imprisonment.

A key phenomenon that stands out in the
discussion about the imprisonment of migrants is
‘crimmigration’, the convergence of criminal and
immigration policies, resulting in the criminalisation of
migrants. This implies a legal and social distinction that
marginalises a growing group of people, depriving
them of rights and placing them in a position of
systematic  exclusion,  contributing to their
overrepresentation in prisons and reinforcing barriers in
their reintegration process.

This article explores the challenges and
opportunities of development cooperation in the
reintegration of incarcerated migrant women in Spain,
adopting an intersectional lens, acknowledging how
race, gender, and migratory status intersect to shape
the experiences of imprisoned women.

Gender, migration and the penal system: An
intersectional approach

Building on the intersectional framework outlined
above, it is clear that poverty plays a pivotal role in

exacerbating the vulnerabilities of migrant women in
prison.

In this context, the feminisation of poverty has
drawn attention for over 40 years,? highlighting how
women face higher levels of poverty than men in
general.? Currently, 1 in 10 women face extreme
poverty, and if the trend does not change, by 2030,
342.4 million girls and women will be in this situation,
with 220.9 million residing in Sub-Saharan Africa.* This
is closely related to gender inequality as there are
fundamental aspects of poverty that go beyond money
where women encounter greater limitations, such as
opportunities to accumulate human capital, exercise
autonomy, and contribute to economic production.
Gender differences in access to education and health,
as well as their reduced agency, create disparities in
economic opportunities, which affect their ability to
generate income and overcome poverty.” As women
are overrepresented in part-time jobs, earn lower
incomes, and dedicate more time to unpaid care work
at home,® this leads them to the margins of the labour
market, underemployment and illegal work.

Contexts of poverty, scarcity, and social exclusion
create a fertile ground for short-term decision-making,’
which, although potentially leading to severe future
consequences, initially serves to meet the most basic
and pressing needs.? In this regard, committing a crime
emerges as an alternative to solve difficult situations.

However, rather than addressing the root causes,
the structural response to these acts of survival is
increasingly one of criminalisation. Criminal law, while
ostensibly neutral, disproportionately targets women in
poverty, especially single heads of households.® This
reflects a classic system where subsistence crimes are
heavily punished, while corporate crimes often escape
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scrutiny. Crimmigration” now encompasses aspects
related to social practices, discourses, immigration
controls, media perspectives,’ and the design and
implementation of public policies."

However, linking criminality with migration in a
simplistic way entails a reductionist view of a topic that
needs in-depth analysis due to its multiple facets. To
address this phenomenon adequately, it is necessary to
consider crime statistics, the complexity of migration
processes, and the contexts in which migrant women
settle after arrival. Garcia Espafia shows that migration
acts as a protective factor against crime, contributing to
a decrease in crime figures, although he clarifies that
‘the extent to which it does so depends on other types
of conditions’."

To better understand these complex dynamics, we
turn  to the concept of
intersectionality, highlighting the
connections between different
systems of power,’” and the
importance of studying these
relationships not only at their
points of convergence but also
within specific power contexts
that allow for an adequate
analysis of these dynamics.'

Migrant women imprisoned
in Spain

Characteristics and context of
prior vulnerability

Since 2000, the number of imprisoned women
globally has increased by nearly 60 per cent,"” though
they remain a minority. In Europe, women average 5
per cent of the prison population;' in Spain, itis 7.3 per

Poverty plays a
pivotal role in
exacerbating the
vulnerabilities of
migrant women
In prison.

cent, with nearly 25 per cent of these being
foreigners,' mostly from Latin America.? In this
context, Lynch and Verma emphasise the importance
of examining how social power dynamics influence
formal and informal methods of social control.?" This
perspective suggests that, globally, imprisonment is
disproportionately applied to minorities and
impoverished individuals. The majority of the prison
population is made up of people living in poverty.?

Although Spain does not systematically collect
racial or ethnic data in its penal system, the
overrepresentation of foreign women, especially from
Latin America, suggests that race and racialisation play
a significant role in incarceration trends. In the broader
European context, Latina women are often racialised in
ways that intersect with gendered stereotypes, such as
being perceived as hypersexual,
emotionally volatile, or involved
in illicit economies. These
stereotypes, though subtle and
often implicit, can influence
policing, sentencing, and the
treatment women receive in
prison. The absence of race-
disaggregated data in Spain not
only obscures the full picture of
structural discrimination but also
reflects a broader issue of data
invisibility, which hinders justice
and the development of
equitable public policies.
Acknowledging this limitation is
essential in intersectional analysis, as it signals both the
need for improved data practices and a deeper
understanding of how race and ethnicity, even when
unmeasured, shape the lived experiences of
incarcerated migrant women.
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Although earlier research assumed a uniform
profile for incarcerated women,* more recent studies
highlight differences.” For example, foreign women in
Spain tend to avoid substance abuse, experience worse
work conditions, and are often first-time offenders with
long sentences, especially for drug trafficking.?® They
also tend to have higher education levels.?

The three most common crimes among
incarcerated women in Spain are: crimes against
property, public health, and homicide.?® These offences,
especially drug trafficking, are frequently linked to
poverty and traditional gender roles.? Many ‘mules’
seek fast income to support families, unaware of the
high risks, including being used as decoys or suffering
health complications.*®

Research in Latin America, the region of origin of
many imprisoned women in Spain, reveals that most
are marginalised, poorly educated, victims of violence,
and  main  providers  for
dependents. They typically work
informally and become involved
in crime due to survival
pressures.’’ The feminisation of
poverty and patriarchal norms

Race and
racialisation play a
significant role in

The Brasilia Rules® and the UN*” both highlight key
vulnerabilities — gender, poverty, and migration - that
shape access to justice and reintegration after prison.
Incarcerated women often face all three, compounded
by histories of gender-based violence;* ** many are
trapped in cycles of abuse and criminalisation due to
economic dependence and lack of support.®

Challenges and barriers in the prison system

Spain’'s penal philosophy, as enshrined in its
Constitution (Article 25.2), emphasises rehabilitation
and social reintegration as core goals of imprisonment.
This aligns with other EU models like Sweden and
Norway, which prioritise reintegration and support over
punishment. However, Spain’s decentralised prison
system, in regions like Catalonia and the Basque
Country, creates disparities in the availability and quality
of programmes, particularly
those that are gender-sensitive
and culturally responsive. As a
result, migrant women receive
uneven support, complicating the
implementation of effective

push women into the lower tiers _ . nationyvide reintegration
of drug trafficking.* Inside INncarceration trends_ strategies.
prison, the system reflects This has profound

external inequalities: designed for

men,* with scarce gender-

adapted facilities, and minimal access to programs or
qualified work.** This marginalisation perpetuates their
exclusion.®

consequences for incarcerated
women, whose experiences in
prison are shaped by the system’s structural gaps and,
by embedded gender norms and roles. Imprisonment
affects women differently: a woman violates not only
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the law but also gender expectations.*’ Most have
dependents,”? and separation is emotionally
devastating,* especially for those in poverty, and
imprisoned for the first time. The Bangkok Rules
recognise these intersecting vulnerabilities, which are
further aggravated for non-resident foreign women.*
In such cases, imprisonment can deteriorate mental
health or trigger new disorders.* Adapting to prison life
often leads to behaviours maladaptive in free society,
complicating reintegration.*

Entering prison generally represents an abrupt
break with family ties and support networks. For
foreign women, this can represent an additional
challenge in family and social terms, especially when
they lack prison visits, support, and economic assistance
for their dependents.*” Having a support network in
these circumstances is crucial to
mitigate the adverse effects of
imprisonment, such as feelings of
loneliness and disconnection
from reality, phenomena that
contribute  to  prisonisation.
Communication challenges, such

Imprisoned women
often combine
poverty, foreign

of vulnerable groups, such as migrant women, thus
facilitating their effective reintegration, a fundamental
objective of prison sentences according to our
constitution.

The (re)production of gender stereotypes in
activities aimed at women not only disempowers
them* but also reinforces gender differentiation and
perpetuates the social inequalities that disadvantage
them. This situation results in the frequent neglect of
women'’s needs in the prison system, reflecting a reality
also observed in other areas of society.*® Therefore,
treatment programmes and activities must be focused
from equality perspectives, thus facilitating adequate
training that allows women to access qualified and
valuable professions in the labour market.*’

Regarding paid employment within the prison,
gender biases are also observed.
While ‘specific’ jobs for men are
carpentry, metal carpentry,
cooking, and baking, those for
women are sewing, laundry, and
cleaning.®? This division reflects a
traditional distribution of roles

as five-minute phone calls and according to gender, which
time zone mismatches, frustrate StatUS, and perpetuates stereotypes and
relationdsghips with  families ViCtithOd _ three inequalities in the prison
abroad. ) environment. However, the

The lack of connections Over|app|ng opportunity to perform paid

hinders access to release permits
and third-stage classification,
which represents a significant
obstacle in the reintegration
process for migrant women. This situation highlights
the need to strengthen treatment programmes and
activities in penitentiary institutions, focusing on the
social integration of these women. These programmes
not only focus on the rehabilitation of inmates in
general but are essential to address the specific needs

vulnerabilities.

work allows foreign women to
‘maintain the sense of their
migration project’.”®

As for treatment programmes,
the Spanish prison system currently only offers three
specific programmes for the foreign population:
educational (formal education, languages, vocational
training, and health); multicultural (legal matters,
sociocultural characteristics, and intercultural activities); and
values and cognitive skills, in which only 46 inmates have
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participated in 2022.%* None of these has a specific
gender focus.

Only two national programmes address women
specifically: ‘Gender Violence Prevention Program for
Women in Penitentiary Centres, Ser Mujer” and the
‘Program of Actions for Equal Rights Between Men and
Women in the Penitentiary Field’. Neither is targeted at
migrant women. Ser mujer has improved self-esteem
and emotional balance, especially for gender violence
survivors,® with high foreign participation. However,
effects on non-victims are mixed.** The ‘Program of
Actions’ focuses on coordination with non-
governmental organisations (NGOs), supporting
violence victims, family assistance, and awareness
campaigns.”” While promising, it still lacks focus on
cultural migratory specificity.

Cultural and occupational activities also reflect
gender stereotypes. For example,
women participate in sewing,
laundry, and aerobics, while men
have access to the bakery,
carpentry, and athletics. Few

women join general
competitions.*® This (re)
production  of  stereotypes

disempowers women and limits
their post-prison options.

Migrant women in Spanish
prisons face several challenges
and barriers based on gender
inequality and migration status.
The lack of specific programmes addressing their
cultural background, legal, and family situation
deepens their vulnerability and hinders reintegration.
Separation from their families and the absence of
support networks, combined with limitations in
communication and access to prison benefits,
complicate their isolation and mental health, seriously
compromising their reintegration opportunities.

To untangle these issues, it is necessary to design
policies and programmes with an intersectional
approach that includes factors such as gender,
migration, and caregiving responsibilities. Some of
them encompass the creation of non-stereotyped
vocational training programmes, targeted psychological
support, and fostering healthy family and social
relationships. An integrated and equitable approach is
the only way to advance towards a functioning prison
system that genuinely aids in the rehabilitation and
reintegration of these women.

The effectiveness of
Spain’s rehabilitative
ideals is moderated
by its decentralised
prison management
system.

Recommendations for a gender-sensitive,
inclusive reintegration strategy

Strategies for the reintegration of imprisoned
migrant women must account for their socio-structural
frameworks. Imprisoned migrant women have
undergone the process of being criminalised due to
deep-rooted class and gender discriminatory forces
within society, suffered well before their incarceration
period. Therefore, any approach towards reintegration
goes beyond the incarcerated barriers of rigid,
development-focused, and rights-neglecting
techniques.

From this perspective, development cooperation
plays a key role as a mechanism to confront the root
causes of feminised poverty and social exclusion.
Migrant women often come from areas where access

to education, formal
employment, and health care is
limited. Furthermore, deeply

rooted patriarchal norms tend to
curtail their autonomy. These
factors drive many of them to
migrate in search of better
opportunities, only to face new
barriers such as restrictive
immigration  policies, labour
market discrimination, precarious
legal status, and social isolation.
Under these circumstances, many
women develop what are
typically viewed as ‘survival strategies’, which are then
criminalised, transforming poverty into a matter of
penal concern.

In this context, a human rights-based approach to
development cooperation calls for tackling the
structural inequalities that shape their lives, both before
and during incarceration. Spanish development
cooperation policy, particularly through Law 1/2023 on
Sustainable Development Cooperation and Global
Solidarity, reflects a commitment to gender
mainstreaming and the empowerment of women and
girls across all levels of action. From this rights-based
and gender-sensitive framework, cooperation must aim
not only to improve basic living standards but to
dismantle the institutional and social barriers that
prevent migrant women in prison from achieving full
development and equal participation.

It is at this point that the importance of NGOs
comes into play. Their involvement inside jails and
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beyond serves as a vehicle for applying inclusive
reintegration strategies. Organic Law 1/2023 recognises
the importance of their presence in the penitentiary
system, which is especially relevant in the area of
rehabilitation, as they bring complementary resources,
programmes, and human support to those carried out
by the state. They are also major players in open-regime
interventions, particularly in community service
programmes and alternative sentences. Recent data
show that 140 NGOs and partner entities operate in
open-regime contexts through delivering 219 broad
programmes, which encompass a total of 718 specific
initiatives.

While there are no programmes explicitly targeting
migrant or foreign women as a specific group, some
interventions do address these populations separately.
In 2022, for example, seven partner entities-led
programmes specifically for women reached a total of
56 participants.®°®" In the same year, social integration
centres (SIC) carried out programmes focused on
foreign nationals, involving 145 women in activities
related to employment, family relations, and integration
support.®?

One particularly relevant area is the operation of
supervised accommodation units, often managed in
partnership with NGOs and typically used by women.®
These residential facilities, located in regular community
setting with no external identifiers, offer a less
stigmatising environment that facilitates gradual
reintegration.  Their importance is especially
pronounced for imprisoned migrant women, as
penitentiary institutions often lack sufficient resources
to address the full range of needs faced by this
population,® many of whom have lived in poverty or
exclusion before their incarceration.

Beyond their formal role in reintegration, NGOs are
deeply valued by those living behind bars. Many of
them experience profound disconnection and

abandonment by society and institutions. The
emotional connection helps restore dignity, build self-
esteem, and sustain hope, all of which are crucial
elements in the process of rehabilitation. This offers a
glimpse of life beyond the prison walls, a safe space for
self-expression, emotional support for those without
families, and a vital bridge to the outside world,* which
often feels distant during incarceration.

The criminalisation of migrant women stems from
structural inequalities, poverty, educational gaps, and
caregiving burdens. These push women toward crime
as a survival mechanism. Tackling this requires
addressing the feminisation of poverty and the
structural causes behind it.

A rights-based, inclusive prison system must
recognise women’s diverse trajectories. Migrant women
face unique barriers - language, legal status, lack of
networks - that hinder reintegration. Policies must
reflect diversity.

A holistic approach should promote autonomy,
build capacity, and prevent recidivism. Strategies must
include gender-sensitive training, family contact
facilitation, and psychological care tailored to their
backgrounds.

Only through intersectional, inclusive policies can
we ensure that imprisonment does not perpetuate
inequality but supports reintegration and justice for all
women. This requires not only acknowledging the
compounded effects of gender, migration status, and
poverty but also committing to culturally appropriate,
gender-sensitive, and trauma-informed reforms that
respond to the real needs of incarcerated migrant
women.
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