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UNACCOMPANIED MINOR CHILDREN  

(LOS MENAs)	

IMPACT: MENAs (Menor Extranjero no Acompañado, or “Unaccompanied Foreign Minors”) is the term used 
to describe minors (under the age of eighteen) who arrive in Spain with no parents or guardians. The 
children come primarily from North Africa and are predominately Muslim. In recent years, right-wing 
politicians and groups in Spain have targeted and stigmatized them by employing anti-Muslim tropes.  

• A MENA (Menor Extranjero no Acompañado) is a minor under the age of 18 who arrives in 
Spain without a parent or guardian over the age of eighteen who then falls under the 

guardianship of the Spanish government. The exact number of unaccompanied migrant children 
is currently unknown but some sources estimate 13,796 or 12,301. 

• Most of these unaccompanied migrant children (77.8 percent) come from Muslim-majority 

countries, mainly Morocco (68 percent) and, to a lesser extent, Algeria (5.2 percent) and Mali (4.5 
percent). Due to the high percentage of Muslims, the Spanish media tends to identify these children 
as a Muslim group. The other countries of origin include Guinea Conakry (8.4 percent) and Ivory 
Coast (3.5 percent). 

• In Spain, the region of Andalusia is by far the autonomous community with the highest number of 
unaccompanied migrant children (5,183), followed by Catalonia (1,938), Melilla (1,067), and the Basque 
Country (874). Where there is a high concentration, such as Melilla and Catalonia, the percentage of 
these children who have committed a crime is 10 percent and 18 percent respectively. In the case of 
Catalonia, only 12 percent of the overall charges are classified as serious. Significantly, in the region 
with the highest concentration of unaccompanied migrant children—Andalusia—the crime 
rate drops to 0.54 percent. Despite this, the Spanish media and political groups have 

criminalized these children as a group. Due to the high percentage of males (92 percent), they 

have been labelled “manadas,” a term widely used in Spain to identify groups of men who 

sexually assault girls following a much publicised case in Pamplona in 2016. 

• Those who advocate for the criminalization of these unaccompanied migrant children 

include political groups Hogar Social Madrid and VOX. In July 2019, Hogar Social Madrid hung 
a banner on a center housing these children in Madrid. The banner read, “Be careful, dangerous 
MENAs live here.” In the Assembly of Madrid, Hogar Social Madrid presented a legislative initiative 
that called for the separation of foreign minors and Spanish minors in these centers and stated that 
these centers should be located three kilometers from the downtown area.  

• In November 2019, Hogar Social Madrid organized a demonstration outside a center for these 
unaccompanied migrant children in Hortaleza, a neighborhood in the north of Madrid, to demand “a 
safer neighborhood.” Demonstrators carried a banner that said, “Criminals out of our neighborhood.” 

 
This factsheet is published in collaboration between the Bridge Initiative and researchers 
and faculty at Universidad Pontificia Comillas and Universidad de Granada. More information 
about this project can be found here. 
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https://www.fiscal.es/memorias/memoria2019/FISCALIA_SITE/recursos/pdf/capitulo_III/cap_II
https://www.accem.es/vulnerables/menores-extranjeros-no-acompanados-mena/
https://www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias-internacional-508150
https://es.statista.com/estadisticas/1095213/numero-de-mena-bajo-tutela-o-aco
https://www.cuartopoder.es/sociedad/2017/08/05/la-purisima-el-centro-de-menas-de-melilla-donde-la-mayoria-denuncia-maltrato/
https://www.cuartopoder
https://elpais.com/ccaa/2019/05/03/catalunya/1556885616_055951.html
https://www.newtral.es/los-datos-oficiales-niegan-la-delincu
https://blogs.publico.es/otrasmiradas/25223/las-manadas-de-menas/
https://www.elperiodico.com/es/madrid/20190709/policia-retirar-pancarta-hogar-social-menas-7545794
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/11/13/opinion/spain-election-vox.html
https://twitter.com/HogarSocial_/status/114815141812
https://twitter.com/HogarSocial_/status/1280081915182227456/photo/1
https://www.lavanguardia.com/vida/20191117/471694246597/la-concentracion-ante-el-centro-de-menas-de-hortaleza-concluye-sin-incidentes.html
https://elcorreodeespana.com/madrid/94203121/El-barrio-de-Hortaleza-se-harta-de-los-MENAS-y-acude-a-la-llamada-del-HSM-Fuera-delincuentes-de-nuestro-barrio.html
https://bridge.georgetown.edu/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Spanish-Factsheet-on-Islamophobia.pdf
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• The second prominent political group critical of this group of children has been the VOX political 

party. Many VOX leaders such as Rocío Monasterio (Assembly of Madrid), Javier Ortega 
Smith (Madrid City Council), and Ángela Mulas (Parliament of Andalucia) have been the 
instigators of acts or critical statements against these unaccompanied migrant children.  

• The situation of these children in Catalonia was a prominent campaign topic in the last election 
campaign for the Generalitat of Catalonia, the Catalan regional parliament, due to their significant 
population in the region. The VOX candidate for the presidency of Catalonia, Ignacio Garriga, 
included the closure of the centers for minors as one of the key points in VOX’s electoral 

program. 

• A December 2019 BBC piece noted that during the electoral campaign, Santiago Abascal, the 
national leader of VOX, stated, “I meet women who come to tell me that the police tell them not to go 
out with jewelry on the street; with worried mothers because their daughters arrive at night and are 
afraid of being assaulted,” in reference to the center in the Hortaleza neighborhood. In September 
2020, Abascal went to one of the centers housing unaccompanied migrant children in Madrid and 
claimed that it was causing “insecurity” in the streets and neighborhood businesses. 

• In the chamber of the Spanish Parliament, Abascal was harshly critical of these unaccompanied 
children stating that “None of the menas who steal, attack or rape have come to contribute anything 
to Spain.” In his comments, he differentiated between those who commit crimes and those who do 
not and called for the expulsion of those who commit crimes.  

• In this climate of hostility, unaccompanied migrant children have begun to suffer 

harassment and aggression on the streets. These aggressions have not only multiplied in places 
such as Madrid and Saragossa but have also spread to the centers for minors. These centers have 
been identified as havens for delinquents and have been targeted by right-wing groups. 

• Experts have expressed concern about the term“MENA,” which some have suggested is 

used in a negative and harmful manner. Sara Collantes, a migration specialist for the Spanish 
Committee of the United Nations Fund for Children (UNICEF), noted that the term has been “taken 
out of context and used in a negative way, with a very strong stigmatizing charge.” Collantes stated, 
“We call them unaccompanied migrant children, which is the terminology used by the ‘Convention 
on the Rights of the Child.’ They are children who leave their country and travel alone without the 
company of an adult.”
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https://www.elplural.com/autonomias/andalucia/vox-alerta-en-sevilla-de-manadas-de-menas-que-nadie-ha-visto_227142102
https://www.elmundo.es/madrid/2019/05/10/5cd5af5f21efa0bb318b46a6.html
https://www.elmundo.es/madrid/2019/05/10/5cd5af5f21efa0bb318b46a6.html
https://okdiario.com/andalucia/vox-exige-repatriar-menas-convertir-ceti-residencias-m
https://twitter.com/Igarriga
https://www.voxespana.es/noticias/diez-urgentes-cataluna-20201222
https://www.voxespana.es/noticias/diez-urgentes-cataluna-20201222
https://www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias-internacional-50815028
https://www.elmundo.es/madrid/2020/09/07/5f
https://www.20minuto
https://www.20minutos.es/noticia/4513362/0/abascal-congreso-mena-inmigracion-sanchez-crisis/
https://www.abc.es/espana/madrid/abci-grupo-armado-palos-paliza-tres-menas-hortaleza-201911062027_noticia.html
https://www.metropoliabierta.com/informacion-municipal/sucesos/atacan-centro-menas-badalona-paliza_23801_102.html
https://www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias-internacional-50815028
https://bridge.georgetown.edu/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Spanish-Factsheet-on-Islamophobia.pdf

