Immigration in Salamanca: My Experience as a Volunteer 
Over the summer of 2010 I worked as a volunteer in Salamanca, Spain. I began this project with a threefold objective: I hoped to learn more about the state of immigration in Spain through volunteering at organizations that provide services for immigrants living in Salamanca, compile a guide for future students who may be interested in doing similar work, and improve my Spanish language skills in the process. Now that I have finished my work in Salamanca, I feel confident that I was able to accomplish all of my initial goals, and at the same time, I think I was also able get a better understanding of Spanish culture through an exploration of immigration. 


Soon after I arrived in Salamanca, the local Instituto Hemingway representatives found me a volunteer placement at the Salamanca Acoge, a branch of the national association known as the Red Acoge. During the time that I volunteered at the employment and legal center of the Salamanca Acoge, I was able to learn more about the challenges that immigrants face in Spain, and through my daily contact with the immigrants who visited the office, got a better sense of what life is like for people living in a new environment. As part of their philosophy and general approach, the Salamanca Acoge acknowledges that what many immigrants are missing when they arrive in a new country is the familial network that they left behind. With this in mind, although they provide a myriad of services such as legal advice, consultations about employment, meetings for women, food drives, and Spanish language classes, the Salamanca Acoge above all tries to provide a sense of community for people who, in many cases, have left their own communities and families back in their home country. Through my experience at the Salamanca Acoge, I think I was able to get a better sense not only of what services are currently available to immigrants in Salamanca, but also of the amount of time and dedication that working for an organization such as the Salamanca Acoge entails; the fact that the employees of the Salamanca Acoge manage to accomplish so much with such limited resources demonstrates that, although resources are ultimately crucial, much can be done even when little is available. 


In addition to volunteering at the Salamanca Acoge, as I compiled my guide for perspective volunteers, I had the opportunity to both visit several organizations that work with immigrants in Salamanca such as AHISPAN (Asociación de Inmigrantes Hispanoamericanos) and the Salamanca branch of the Red Cross, and speak with members and directors of these associations. Through my interviews and observations, I was able to get a better understanding of what life is like for immigrants in Salamanca, and what is more, learn more about the challenges that the charitable organizations themselves face. What I consistently found was that in recent years, funding for charitable organizations has diminished considerably and both the organizations and the people who need the services are beginning to feel the effects of these cutbacks.  

From even my limited time in Spain, it was apparent that the greatest concern over the past few years and the largest challenge that people anticipate in the future is the increasingly uncertain economic situation. When I arrived in Spain I was curious to find out how people, both the Spanish and the immigrants, perceived the role of the global economy as affecting their daily lives. From the interviews that I conducted and the informal conversations that I had with the people whom I met, I learnt that both the Spanish and the immigrants in Salamanca were most concerned with job placement and job creation. As I spoke to more and more people, it became increasingly clear that although difficulties such as high rates of unemployment are unfortunately prevalent among the immigrant population in Salamanca, job security is also a large concern for the native Salmantinos. In short, even though in many cases the immigrant community in Salamanca faces greater obstacles, it is clear that many people living in Spain are encountering similar difficulties. 

With such concerns for the future, it seems that what people need is employment, and in many cases, a means of making themselves better candidates for the available jobs. What I discovered during my time in Salamanca is that many people are interested in taking steps towards securing better employment, and consequently there is a high demand for any type of professional training. Furthermore, especially in the case of many immigrants, another essential skill is that of language. Before even applying for a job, language proficiency is a prerequisite. This simple reality of course means that for those who do not speak Spanish employment opportunities remain inaccessible because of the language barrier. When seen in this way, even something as simple and perhaps easy to overlook as language may be standing as an obstacle between an immigrant and the job that he or she so badly needs. 

In short, what immigrants in Salamanca seem to need is increased access to professional training and language classes that will enable them to obtain employment. This of course, along with giving time to charitable organizations, is where, I believe, volunteers and students can help. What I took away from this experience is that any skill that you might have, no matter how simple, might prove to be an essential skill to another person. Although it might sound clichéd, it really does hold true that very little can go quite a long way; and that means that if you can speak Spanish proficiently, speak English, or have any other skill, no matter how seemingly small, there are many ways for you to help out.  

Ultimately, I learnt the most, and felt that I was able to help out to the best of my abilities simply through talking to people. From the directors of the organizations to the immigrants whom I met through my work, what I remember most distinctly is my interaction with the people of Salamanca. With that being said, I would direct anyone who might be interested in doing a similar type of volunteer work to my Spanish-language report and volunteer guide. I invite you to read about my experience, and above all, hope you find it helpful. 

