
UC Berkeley
Recent Work

Title
9 Months Waiting for Peace 

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/5g1802w0

Author
Hornbeck, Alexa

Publication Date
2021-07-02

Copyright Information
This work is made available under the terms of a Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License, availalbe at 
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
 
Peer reviewed

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/5g1802w0
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/


 1 

 
 

9 Months Waiting for Peace 
Making it across the border is only part of the battle for refugees seeking asylum in Spain.  
 
 
by Alexa Hornbeck 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Abstract: 
 
9 Months Waiting for Peace is the harrowing story of a Colombian refugee who is granted a 9-
month temporary protection order to seek asylum in Spain.  
 
Last year an anti-immigrant, populist party called, “Vox” was voted into power, altering access 
to public health services and feelings of safety for newly arrived migrants. 
 
As public health specialists struggle to assess the impact of migration amidst a global refugee 
crisis, the voices of asylum seekers give a portrait of how making it across the border is only a 
small step towards a life of peace.  
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Part 1 
 
Fredy Adolfo, a 38-year-old Colombian refugee, squirmed uncomfortably in his bus seat, 
looking out the window towards the Granada city limits sign. 
 
He longed for a shower and a bed, after having spent three days detained in Mexico City inside a 
sweaty prison-cell with about 15 other Latin America men attempting to cross over into Spain. 
 
“I want only to find peace,” he said to me, the earth-tone colors of Granada city center coming 
into view.   
 
Adolfo was treading the same path that many Colombian migrants before him had traveled, led 
by a word-of-mouth of that Spain has more liberal citizenship laws for all migrants entering the 
country than in America and other parts of Europe.   
 
Due to loosely enforced immigration laws, Spain has served as a popular country for migrants 
seeking citizenship, and 12.8% of the population consisted of foreign-born residents as of 2019. 
 
Last April, the far-right Vox party won 10 percent of the vote in the general elections, a 
popularity driven by the Islamophobia and anti-immigration supporters.  
 
The Spanish government then announced plans to expel 9,000 irregular migrants, which is nearly 
double from 2018, and that it would create detention centers in Madrid, Malaga, and Algeciras. 
 
Over the next nine months, Adolfo would come to realize that establishing a life of peace as a 
migrant in new country requires much more than just making it across the border.  
 
 
 
Escaping Buenaventura  
 
Latin America has been boiling with violence and conflict driven by social inequality and 
governments which have limited capacity to manage unrest for over fifty years. As of 2017, it is 
home to 43 of the 50 most violent cities in the world.  
 
Home for Adolfo was once a coastal seaport city called Buenaventura, which name translates to 
“good fortune.” But home was also the most violent city in Colombia, with a homicide rate 56 
percent higher than the national average and with 80 percent of the population considered poor, 
in part due to extortion by local gangs.  
 
A 30-page report published by Human Rights Watch in 2014, “The Crisis and Displacement of 
Colombia’s Main Pacific Port,” documented how 5 million Colombians have been driven from 
their homes. It painted the picture of a city dominated by powerful criminal groups that commit 
widespread abuses, “including abducting and dismembering people, sometimes while still alive, 
then dumping them in the sea.”   
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“The police, how you say,” Adolfo paused, “have a hand in the matter.”  
 
In 2008, Adolfo worked as an English teacher at a Buenaventura elementary school. But soon the 
paychecks stopped coming in, and student attendance was lower than usual. He had no choice 
but to seek a new career that could make him enough money to support his family. 
 
A friend who he didn’t realize at the time was a part of a local gang, connected him with what he 
thought was a car sales man. The man pressured him to buy the “brand new” cab, which was 
shining on the outside, offering a low price within Adolfo’s budget. 
  
Adolfo bought it, trusting his friend’s contact, but quickly realized in the days that followed the 
purchase that this cab was seemingly new on the outside, but falling apart on the inside. He had 
no choice but to find more funds to try to fix up the cab to run properly, so that he could gain 
money as a cab driver. 
 
The gang took advantage of Adolfo’s need, and employed him to drive them around for “gang-
related activities” as a way to earn enough to repair the cab. But Adolfo couldn’t break away 
from this role no matter what money he made. When he tried to stop running rides for them they 
showed up at his house where his family lived, threatening to kill them if he didn’t comply with 
their demands.  
 
In 2011, Adolfo finally was able to travel to Ecuador where he found work at a plastics 
warehouse to earn money for him and his family to move to Canada. That year, a childhood 
friend had successfully immigrated to Canada from Colombia, and was going to set up Adolfo 
with his immigration lawyer who helped him obtain Canadian citizenship.   
 
“But a few months after he arrived in Canada, he stopped contacting me,” Adolfo said.  
 
In 2013, Adolfo’s father became ill, and went back to Buenaventura for fear he would die. The 
two years he was in Ecuador, gang members had showed up at his house looking for him but 
eventually gave up. So, when he returned with funds he had earned working in the warehouse, he 
was fearful they would show up and take it from him.  
 
“Money was power in Buenaventura, and the gangs wanted all the power,” Adolfo said.  
 
His father got better, and a year later his son was born three months prematurely. Adolfo helped 
his wife raise the son with the funds they had left, and for those first four years of his child’s life 
it seemed a peaceful home life could be possible in Buenaventura.  
 
Until that horrific night in 2018. A story lit up the local TV news stations of a man who had been 
cut up into pieces by a gang. This man happened to be Adolfo’s neighbor, and he watched as the 
police lifted dismembered body parts from a hole in the backyard next to his.  
 
“I knew right then that I could not raise my child there, and would do whatever it takes to make a 
new home somewhere else,” Adolfo said with his eyes welling up.  
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Through the graciousness of a friend, he was given the funds to book a hostel room for a week in 
Granada city center, and a $800 plane ticket to Madrid, with a layover in Mexico City. 
 
For three days, he was detained in Mexico City, and wondering whether they would send him 
back home, or let him proceed in his journey.  
 
In disbelief, he passed the security guard to board a plane from Mexico City, the question “what 
now?” ringing in his head. 
 
 
First days of Asylum    
 
The bus pulled into the station around five o’clock in the morning. The driver failed to open all 
the doors to the compartments below, and passengers could not grab their luggage. Adolfo used 
the last of his strength to crawl into the small compartment, and one-by-one retrieve the bags, 
and hand them to their owners.  
 
Granada hostels serve as a temporary home to many refugees seeking asylum. Hostel El Casabel 
where Adolfo stayed for his first seven nights accommodates about three migrants seeking 
asylum per month. The hostel owner Andrea Guillano said, “the government sends them here 
when there aren’t enough spaces for them in the shelters.”   
 
The first day at the hostel on August 8th, Adolfo showered, slept, and contacted his female friend 
who he had been linked with through a relative back in Colombia. She was a refugee from 
Honduras, who would be his guide to understanding the process of obtaining citizenship. She had 
left a family of two small children and a husband back home, and was only four months into her 
nine months of asylum.  
 
When she first arrived in Granada, officers told her to go to the Red Cross where refugees from 
all over the world—Africa, Middle East and Latin America—were being housed. But at the Red 
Cross, representatives said to come back in three weeks because there was not enough space.  
 
“She didn’t eat or sleep for three days, she just waited outside on the street in front of the Red 
Cross hoping they would help eventually,” Adolfo said. 
 
She stood in front of me inside the hostel, about 5 feet- tall, with a blue silk hair wrap on her 
black curls.  Together they exited out the front door, and when Adolfo returned that night he had 
a stack of paperwork in his hand.  
 
He described how at the police station he had filled out paperwork, and declared his reasons for 
seeking asylum to the Andalusian officer.  Adolfo was granted a temporary protection order like 
every refugee who passed through the station doors. 
 
The order allowed him to remain in the country for nine months, but did not provide him with 
the right to work or secure residency. 
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At the end of nine months, Adolfo would have the chance to appear in the Spanish Courts, and 
make a claim for seeking asylum. The courts would then determine whether he would be granted 
citizenship, or forced to leave and return to Buenaventura.  
 
“An officer at the station told me not to bother appearing because they probably would never 
grant me citizenship,” Adolfo said.   
 
On the third day, Adolfo’s guide brought him to the Red Cross to set him up with housing and 
food, but he was told to come back in a few weeks. He believes because they prioritize women 
first, and because of his he will have less of a chance of being helped. 
 
By the end of the week, Adolfo would have to check out of the hostel, and would be left with no 
funds or place to go. 
 
Invisible Residents 
 
The key to being granted citizenship, according to Adolfo’s guide, is to remain as invisible as 
possible as a resident of Granada. He should avoid any interaction with authorities in which he 
might have to present a red card which indicates he’s an asylum seeker. 
 
During the next nine months, he was advised by his guide to rely only on housing and food 
resources provided by the Red Cross. This would help Adolfo to develop a papertrail of his need, 
she said. He needed to prove he is the type of refugee who needs help, an individual who knows 
how to play by the rules.  
 
But sticking to orders at this point was too much to ask for Adolfo, who had no home, no way to 
obtain food, and who longed each day to reunite with his five-year-old son and wife back in 
Colombia.  
 
Only two months after he arrived, Adolfo created a Facebook account to try and locate anyone in 
Granada who might be able to help him secure housing and food. He also wanted to find a job 
that paid him “under the table” so he could make enough to try to buy flights for his wife and 
child to travel from Colombia to Spain.   
 
He made contact with the daughter of a distant cousin who offered for him to come live with her 
in a shabby shack in a rural village just outside of the city.  
 
“I am knocking on every door to try to make it possible for my wife and son to travel this very 
year,” he said in a phone conversation in early October.  
      
 
 
 
Part II     
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The Albergue Inturjoven wasn’t easy for me to find, situated about a mile and half outside the 
city center. The 5-story government housing complex was checkered with green, yellow and blue 
paint, and it had a large cement courtyard with a few trees and benches at the front entrance. 
 
The shelter had about a hundred rooms, housing refugees from all over the world—like Turkey, 
Palestine, Syria—to seek asylum in Spain.  

 
Seven of the hundreds of refugees living in the Inturjoven were seated in a courtyard on a circle 
of benches, amongst trees with withered leaves. Each had been instructed to go to Granada by 
immigration patrol officers, even though they entered Spain from varying seaports.  
 
The only member of the group with the rights to live and work in Spain is the youngest member 
of the group— a nearly one year old baby, dressed in a pink bib and sweatshirt, who wiggles 
around in her stroller as her mother Rana pokes on her belly. The baby was born only months 
after Rana’s arrival from Syria.   
 
For the last 8 months, 23 year-old Rana has been living in the Inturjoven sharing a bedroom with 
nearly ten other refugees also seeking asylum. She is dressed in skinny jeans and 
vans, with shiny black hair, bright red lip stick, and large round glasses.  
 
She’s recently been reunited with her mother Ouardia and father who arrived from Syria two 
months ago. 
 
Her father who has requested to keep his name confidential, watches the baby play with her foot, 
his cane resting against a badly a hobbled knee which he says is swollen from an infection.  He 
waits on a long list of immigrants in need of medical assistance for complications arising from 
the stressful conditions of migrating to a new place. 
 
Healthcare for migrants in Spain was limited for decades, according to a report published in 2018 
by the World Health Organization. Many migrants were denied medical assistance because 
medical personnel treating the migrant was not acquainted with the “red card” (tarjeta roja). 
 
In response to migration influxes, those seeking asylum were given access to the public 
healthcare system in Spain in 2018. 
 
But as an activist from the Association for the Human Rights of Andalucia (APDHA), Natalia 
Garcia Caballos says, “the situation is far from ideal.”  
 
 
 
Shifting grounds  
 
With more than 1-billion migrants shifting around the world, health care for immigrants has 
emerged as one of the most pressing global health issues.  
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More public health evidence is needed to accurately assess the impact of migration in high 
income countries like Spain, and this need for clearer data is contributing to a rise in anti-
immigrant politics.  
 
When the “Vox” party attained power in 2019, the country began to tighten its grip on 
immigration policies in response to populist rhetoric that newly arrived migrants are 
contributing to outcomes like the spread of diseases and crime.  
 
“Immigrants in Granada are afraid to walk outside the grounds of the shelters for fears of being 
stopped by the police, or being harassed by residents,” explained Justine Tilman, a volunteer 
from the Red Cross.  
 
Volunteers like Tillman at the Red Cross provide all of the primary healthcare, housing, food, 
education and work resources, and navigate migrants to health and education programs like 
Association for the Human Rights of Andulucia (APDHA), Universidad de Granada, and 
Spanish courses for free at places like MoVidea language school.  
 
A recent study published by the Lancet, found that international migrants in high-income 
countries, especially those from Latin America, have a mortality advantage compared with the 
general populations. The researchers concluded that this is representative of migrants who are 
“working, or have joined family members in these countries.”  
 
Refugees, and asylum-seekers like Rana are provided with work, housing, and healthcare 
opportunities in high income countries like Spain, an opportunity that may have not been 
possible back in their home countries, but under strict timelines. 
 
“We are given a year to learn the Spanish language and secure a job. If we don’t do this by a year 
it could impact our ability to stay in Spain,” Rana said.  
 
 
** 
 
The International Organization of Migration (IOM) started a database to collect data on migrant 
deaths worldwide called the, “Missing Migrants Project.”   
 
The project uses death records, local authorities, interviews with survivors, IGOs, NGOS and 
media reports to understand how many migrants die in the intentional process of migrating 
towards a country different from their country of residence.  
 
Researchers found that 460 migrant fatalities have occurred since 2014 in Europe, and typically, 
“take place after forced return to migrant’s homeland, or are loosely connected with migrants 
‘irregular status’, such as those resulting from xenophobia, labor exploitation, or other structural 
discrimination.” 
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Anti-immigrant rhetoric of the Vox Party is contributing to feelings of social alienation migrants 
are experiencing in Spain, and limiting access to resources provided for refugees to obtain 
housing, education, healthcare, and food.  
 
“They give us about 30 euro a week for food, and bring us meals but it is usually meat- 
based. Because of our Muslim culture there is very little that we can eat,” said Rana. 
 
She covered her child tightly with a blanket and looked up to towards the shelter saying, 
“we tend to live on chips.” 
 
Inside the Inturjoven housing is divided primarily between African, European, Latin 
American, and the Middle Eastern migrant populations. Many will have access to housing for at 
least a year, but will have no place to live after that year has expired.  
 
This is the case for all seven immigrants seated outside watching the sunset, who have been 
waiting for answers about where they will go. 
 
“Depending on the nature of the crisis of where you are coming from, you will get 
treated differently. If your country is experiencing a humanitarian crisis or war, like in Syria, you 
are more likely to be considered for resources and citizenship,” said Ouardia. “But people from 
places such as Latin America have a harder time.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Waiting for Answers    
 
This ended up being true for Fredy Adolfo from Colombia, who after 5 months of arriving in 
Granada returned to stay at the Hostal El Casabel.  
 
Adolfo’s wife and child had flown from Colombia to Granada, and for the first few months the 
two were housed at a Red Cross shelter. Adolfo did not receive the same assistance. Instead he 
begged the owner of the hostel, Andrea Giullano, to give him a room free of charge so that he 
would not have to sleep on the streets. 
 
 Giullano wasn’t surprised to see Adolfo back again, like so many of the migrants who had come 
seeking shelter.  
 
“When the government has no housing for them they will sometimes contact us requesting we 
put them up for a few weeks for free,” Andrea said while seated in the kitchen of the 6-bedroom 
hostel in the city center.  
 
The walls were covered with images of his dog taken in different parts of the world, and 
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guest thank you notes. He poured espresso into his mug, and flicked sugar into it from a packet. 
 
“It’s frustrating because we are a business with paying customers who are worried about 
crime, although it’s never happened,” he said.  
 
Eventually Giullano asked Adolfo to leave. The last he heard, Adolfo was living four hours south 
of Granada on rural farmland in Cadiz, at the home of his cousin’s daughter who he had 
discovered through Facebook. 
 
“I am in a desperate situation,” Adolfo wrote, “I owe debts to a friend in my country 
who paid for my wife and son to come here. I cannot find work.”  
 
Adolfo was scheduled to appear in court in March to declare his reasons for citizenship, but 
neither Guillano or I had heard from him in months.  
 
 
 
 
 
     *** 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Completed in Spring 2020 
 
[Please note: the spread of coronavirus globally affected ability to complete research and 
interview sources abroad in-person, by phone, and email.]  
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