Analysis 27/ 2021

22 December 2021

Foreign Policy Days

A foreign strategy for Spain (November 15, 2021)1
Beatriz de León Cobo and Patricia Moreno Fernández
Introduction
The second day of the event ‘A foreign strategy for Spain’ was held on November 15,
2021 at Universidad Francisco de Vitoria, organised by the Centre for International
Security together with the Libertas, Veritas et Legalitas Forum. This series of
conferences has received a grant for the study, analysis and implementation of the
priorities of Spanish foreign policy from the Secretary of State for Global Spain of the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs. This second session continued the analysis of Spain's foreign
policy, its interests and limitations, and the role played by the country in the regional
and global panorama, which had already begun at the first conference of the same
event, held on October 28th.
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This analysis brings together the conclusions of the second and third conferences of the two foreign
policy workshops entitled 'A foreign strategy for Spain', which were organised by the International
Security Centre of the International Policy Institute of the Francisco de Vitoria University, in collaboration
with the Libertas, Veritas et Legalitas Forum, on 28 October and 15 November 2021. This collection of
publications, as well as the conferences on foreign policy, received a grant from the Secretariat of State
for Global Spain of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, European Union and Cooperation. You can find the
recordings of the conferences in the following links:
First conference: https://youtu.be/Mh-8hIDtfF8
Second conference: https://youtu.be/WcUunJaOwKs
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The session began with a debate between two former Spanish Ministers of Foreign
Affairs: Josep Piqué, who held the position between 2000 and 2002; and Arancha
González Laya, in charge of the ministry between 2020 and 2021; moderated by
Fernando Maura, director of the Libertas, Veritas et Legalitas Forum. The debate was
followed by a dialogue between José María Aznar, former Prime Minister of Spain from
1996 to 2004; and Florentino Portero, Director of the Master in Political Action and of
the Institute of International Politics of Universidad Francisco de Vitoria.
Ignacio Cosidó, Director of the Centre for International Security, introduced the session
by discussing the "worrying issues occurring in the world" and questioning whether
"sufficient attention is being paid to them, such as the events on the Eastern border of
Europe, in the Maghreb or in Latin America, which directly or indirectly affect Spain".
Fernando Maura also recalled the first day of "A foreign strategy for Spain", compiling
some of the questions that arose there, which he subsequently raised with the two
former ministers who took part in the second conference of the event. We recommend
reading the recently published analysis 'A foreign strategy for Spain (October 28,
2021)', which includes the conclusions of the dialogue between Ambassadors Nicolás
Pascual de la Parte and Javier Rupérez, and journalist Antonio Caño.
Spanish foreign policy priorities: Spain in Europe
One of the indisputable priorities of Spanish foreign policy is Europe. As the Spanish
philosopher Ortega y Gasset once said, "Spain is the problem and Europe is the
solution". The question is how we should take Europe into account in developing our
external action. A second priority for Spain is Latin America and the commercial,
cultural and political relations we have been maintaining with this region, where we
face the challenge posed by the problems of Hispanophobia and indigenism. In this
context, Spain should take greater advantage of the strength of the language and turn
Spanish into a political asset for Ibero-America —as well as for Equatorial Guinea—.
Finally, another of the most important issues in our foreign policy is the southern
neighbourhood, which involves different challenges and opportunities for Spain, such
as irregular immigration and energy supply. These were the three topics introduced by
the moderator, Fernando Maura, and which served as the central axis of the
colloquium with the two former ministers.
Minister González Laya began her speech by highlighting the importance of the speed
at which changes are occurring in our geostrategic environment, and how this
accelerated pace must be internalised in both politics and public debate. Europe is also
affected by these sudden changes and must adapt to them. "Europe is the future and
Spain has part of the solution to build it”, the former minister said. The European
Union, designed at its inception as a geo-economic construct and a key player in
international trade, has been transforming —and must continue to transform— in
order to cope with the new power dynamics of our globalised world. The epicentre has
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shifted from the Atlantic to the Pacific Ocean, with the United States and China as the
main players; and Europe must therefore respond to this paradigm shift. Spain, which
cannot do this on its own, must contribute its own dimensions and strengths —NATO
membership and our particular relationship with the United States, our pro-European
conviction; but also our priority relationship with the Ibero-American community, our
strategic positioning in the Mediterranean area and our proximity to Africa— to
strengthen Europe's position and develop its strategic autonomy. Spain, González Laya
explained, has a "natural position in the European Union", an organisation in which we
should not be passive, but rather proactive, contributing in the construction of the
joint European response.
Former Minister Piqué agreed with González Laya's approach to the speed at which the
world is changing and the need to adapt to this new reality. He highlighted the fact that
"foreign policy has been marginal in Spanish public debate, more oriented towards
internal debates"; and agreed on the articulation of Spanish foreign policy priorities
around the axes of Europe, the Mediterranean and Latin America, essentially as a
product of geography and history. Europe is a priority because we are part of the
continent, being, in fact, the first nation to be constituted as such as early as in the
15th century. Moreover, Spain is bathed by the Mediterranean, and our history cannot
be understood without the presence of this sea and that of other countries in its
shores. Finally, Spain's foreign policy cannot be understood without the Latin American
side which, although geographically more distant, is the product of the great Spanish
navigations and discoveries and is evidence of our Atlantic vocation.
"Spain's external projection is more important as we gain weight in Latin America, […]
in Europe, and as we gain weight in our bilateral relationship with the United States",
said Piqué. The fact is that our tendency towards the Atlantic must be understood in
conjunction with the bilateral relationship established with the United States, a long
relationship that dates back to the 1950s and which has been marked by Spain's
position in NATO. For all these reasons, the NATO Summit to be held in Madrid in June
2022 will provide Spain with a new opportunity to strengthen its relationship with the
great power and reaffirm its position in the organisation. The Atlantic Alliance is going
through an identity crisis, and one of its consequences is the complicated balance
between French-led European strategic autonomy and NATO membership. Spain can
play a particular role in the compatibility of both projects, due to its particular
relationship with the Alliance and its profoundly European character.
Another foreign policy challenge for Spain is, as former minister Josep Piqué pointed
out, that "the world is no longer Western". We refer here to the analysis of the first
foreign policy conference held on October 28, which developed the concept of
"Westlessness", of a world without the West, presented at the Munich Security
Conference in 2020. The weight of the Indo-Pacific demonstrates this, with the global
centre of gravity having shifted from the Atlantic to the Straits of Malacca and Taiwan.
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Today's Europe, therefore, has a different role in this multipolar world that no longer
focuses on the old continent, although continuing in its role as a contributor to world
peace and stability; and promoting the integration of the members of the European
Union without the predominance of one or the other, based on equal rights, solidarity
and peace. Spain must collaborate in this European vision as far as possible, "taking
care of this Europe of the future", and avoiding transmitting to public opinion the
message that unpopular measures are demands of the European Union. It has to be a
priority in our domestic policy to Europeanise Spain and, in our foreign policy, to
Spanishise Europe, meaning by Spanishise to contribute our country's strengths in the
Europe that ought to face the challenges of a globalised and multipolar world. The fact
is that the creation —and permanence— of the European Union is a geopolitical
success: a continent in which for centuries there was a succession of wars between
countries is today experiencing exemplary levels of prosperity, peace and progress.
Spain and Ibero-America
Secondly, the speakers directed the debate towards an analysis of Spain's relationship
with Ibero-America. The moderator, Fernando Maura, mentioned some of the
challenges of the current panorama in this region, among them the protests of civil
society in Cuba, the political and social situation in Venezuela and Mexico, the elections
in Argentina and Peru, as well as the discourses of Hispanophobia and indigenism,
which pose a particular challenge for our links with the region.
Former minister González Laya agreed with the fact that the region is going through
turbulent times that affect the economic, social and political spheres, highlighting the
problems of inequality and climate change, in addition to the global pandemic of the
coronavirus. In some countries, such as Brazil and Argentina, the pandemic had
disastrous consequences in terms of contagion and deaths, but also in economic terms.
The city of Buenos Aires had the world's second-longest confinement, with 245 days of
strict restrictions. In countries where social assistance is limited and the economy is
largely informal, the restrictions impoverished the lower classes, increasing inequality.
European cooperation has been key, especially in economic matters, to mitigate the
effects of the pandemic, which have not been the same in other parts of the world.
On the other hand, with respect to the political situation, the former minister stressed
the complexity of "building national consensus to help developing national policies to
confront the great economic and social transformations of our time" in the case of
Ibero-America. The institutions will be more or less strong, the systems more or less
democratic; but in certain parts of the world, the complexity lies in starting to build a
national project from scratch, as is the case in a wide range of Ibero-American
countries. Fernando Maura believes that Spain could help in such a strengthening of
institutions and in reaching national agreement. Spain's history has also been
characterised by periods in which it has been difficult to reach a consensus, especially
during the Transition period. However, as was also mentioned at the previous
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conference on foreign policy, Spain's experience could serve as a model, inspiration
and help to other states that are currently experiencing similar situations.
Another of the issues raised by González Laya was the economy-technology axis. In the
globalised world in which we live, digitalisation has a clear impact on the frontier of
competitiveness, and therefore on international economic relations. Thanks to the
language we share and our technological advances, Spain could use its diplomacy to
contribute to the technologisation of South America. With regard to this last point,
former minister Piqué also added that technology plays a crucial role in geopolitical
evolution, explaining that "the hegemony of the West has relied on its technological
superiority, as a result of having exclusively made the previous industrial revolutions".
This technological advantage —as well as military superiority— that has characterised
the European continent, is now inspiring powers such as China during its digital
revolution. Linked to the issue of technology is climate change, also a new challenge of
the new industrial and technological revolution. We should bear in mind that previous
industrial revolutions were based precisely on the massive consumption of fuels that
we are so keen to avoid today.
To continue with the analysis of Ibero-America, former minister Piqué made an
essential distinction that provided context to the problems in the region. On the one
hand, the Ibero-American concept is based on a community between Latin America
and the Iberian Peninsula, due to the shared historical past and common factors. When
we speak of Ibero-America, we cannot forget the involvement of Portugal in the
equation. Spain's relationship with its peninsular neighbour should be strengthened as
much as possible, since joint cooperation would reinforce the presence of both in Latin
America. As Piqué stated, even to the point where "we would be perceived as a single
(geo)political subject, Iberia". On the other hand, there is the lack of consensus
between countries and of a regional unification project that affects the South American
continent. In the democratic countries of the West, we have recently been suffering
from a problem of de-cohesion, internal disintegration and political polarisation. In
Latin America, this phenomenon is particularly divisive, even more if we consider the
failure of numerous regional integration projects. Initiatives such as Mercosur or the
Andean Community have not yielded the expected results. With the exception of the
Ibero-American Summits, there is no real project for regional cohesion, which makes
the continent's position in the world increasingly more difficult.
The Latin American crisis has been impacted by the pandemic crisis, a weight added to
pre-existing structural causes such as the failure to take advantage of good times to
carry out reforms, the loss of public confidence in political institutions and the collapse
of party systems. All these factors have given rise to politics based on specific
personalisms, biased at the extremes, leading to a difficult internal consensus and a
rise of populism, which proposes simple solutions to complex problems. Moreover, the
resurgence of indigenism and Hispanophobia —linked to the search for a legitimacy of
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origin alien to the West, prior to the Spanish and Portuguese presence— pose a major
challenge, not only for Spanish foreign policy, but for the region itself. Latin America is
moving away from so-called "Western values", at the same time that China is
increasing its presence in the continent. For all these reasons, Piqué concludes, Spain
needs to "increase its presence there, based on dialogue, humility and common
challenges, and without arrogance or haughtiness".
Spain in the Mediterranean and its Southern Neighbourhood
The last section of the debate dealt with the Spanish foreign policy towards the
Mediterranean and its southern neighbours. Former minister Piqué recalled how
European policy towards the Mediterranean began in Spain, with the Barcelona
process, the city where the headquarters of the Union for the Mediterranean is also
located. Europe recognises Spain's special role in Mediterranean issues. These
achievements were made possible by stability in the region, despite the permanent
contamination of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Now stability around this sea seems
unthinkable, with the Israeli-Palestinian confrontation taking a back seat to the
relevance of the conflicts taking place in the region.
The truth is that the risks of military confrontation are almost constant, with all that
this entails for Spain and Europe. The most recent example is the effect that the
confrontation between Algeria and Morocco has had on gas supplies from the former
to Spain. The complexity of the tension between the two countries also impacts on the
relationship between their African neighbours, as demonstrated by the failure of the
Arab Maghreb Union, with two of its members having closed borders with each other.
Spain plays a delicate role in the region, marked by permanent ups and downs
—opportunities, challenges and risks— and a need for collaboration in security, trade,
energy and social matters beyond territorial and political confrontations.
Former minister González Laya also highlighted the impact of the coronavirus crisis,
which has aggravated the political, social and economic crises already existing in many
African countries, weakening the hard-won democratic systems in some of them. Due
to its proximity to North Africa, Spain should put a greater focus on the region and act
as a spokesperson for Mediterranean policy within the European Union. One example
is the aforementioned Union for the Mediterranean, an institution whose vocation is to
be Europe's engine of nourishment and support for the countries of the region.
With our direct neighbours we will always have a relationship of interdependence; but
the southern neighbourhood does not end with the Maghreb countries. Spain and
Europe's advanced frontier is located in Mali, Niger, Burkina Faso and other West
African countries that are experiencing profound political and security instability
marked by the spread of jihadism, inter-community conflicts and organised crime.
These factors also conflict with others of a structural nature, visible in their economic
models, high birth rates and humanitarian crises. Spain is paying increasing attention to
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the region, getting involved in initiatives such as the Sahel Alliance and the Sahel
Coalition, aware that one of the world's major centres of instability is located just 2,000
kilometres from Spain's borders.
Foreign policy must be state policy
At the first foreign policy conference on October 28, particular importance was given to
the link between domestic and foreign policy. As Antonio Caño mentioned, "Spain has
lost conviction in its own national project, and when there is no faith in oneself, it is
difficult to be exposed and observed abroad and to have a foreign presence". In
relation to this point, and as a conclusion to the conference, the two former ministers
gave their final thoughts on the dependence of foreign policy on domestic policy.
Former minister González Laya agreed with Caño's message, adding that "our foreign
policy suffers from a fractured national consensus between the political parties that
make up the parliamentary arc". In González Laya's opinion, foreign policy needs to be
removed from party political squabbles, because when the exercise of foreign action is
hindered by political squabbles, the country's capacity to influence the construction of
international relations is limited. Spain must seek consensus in domestic politics in the
area of international relations in order to be able to have a strong external projection
in the world. This limitation of foreign policy derived from the lack of consensus in
domestic policy, in her opinion, is what is happening vis-à-vis Latin America and is
making it difficult for Spain to be the bridge between Europe and this region.
Former minister Piqué stressed the existence of an inverse correlation between the
degree of internal cohesion and the strength of foreign policy, since foreign policy is
based on a country's credibility in relation to the validity and sustainability of national
principles and interests. If that validity depends on political ups and downs, we are not
perceived as a stable country; and if there is any truly "State" policy, it must be foreign
policy. Spain is not alone in suffering from this problem: for example, the United States
is facing a similar challenge in the transition between Presidents Trump and Biden.
Regaining international reputation, once lost, takes a lot of time and effort.
Quoting former minister Paco Ordóñez, Piqué acknowledged how Spain's policy in the
European Union "is that we speak the fifth", first listening to the four big countries of
the organisation, Germany, France, Italy and —at the time— the United Kingdom. He,
however, rejected this protocol and urged Spain to aspire to be more proactive and to
believe that it forms part of the constituent will of a Europe that is permanently under
construction. All of this, bearing in mind that "Europe as a political project in the
current geopolitical scenario —dominated by the struggle between the United States
and China, with a centre of gravity far removed from the Atlantic— will only have
virtuality and become relevant if we deepen [an] integration that allows others to
perceive us as a political subject; not only in [the field of] trade or in the fight against
climate change, but also from the point of view of our security and defence policy". For
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decades European security and defence have depended on the United States via NATO,
but now the great power has its sights set on the Indo-Pacific area.
The European Union has understood that if the United States no longer focuses on the
Atlantic, it is time to develop Europe's strategic autonomy. And Spain must continue to
understand its security and defence in terms of belonging to the Atlantic Alliance but
contributing to the European Union's strategic autonomy, as both former ministers
determined. For where NATO cannot go, perhaps the European Union can; and vice
versa. True complementarity between the two security systems can only be beneficial.
González Laya agreed with Piqué that defence is a fundamental pillar of foreign policy.
However, she acknowledged that it is complicated to go to a parliament to demand
more funding for a problem where priorities and risks are not defined. In the European
context, classical threats are well understood, but emerging hybrid threats or the
weaponisation of technology are less so. Spain must define its risks in the context of
the European Union.
In conclusion, former minister Piqué expressed his belief that Spain must take
co-responsibility for collective defence despite the many biases in public opinion;
although he believes that achieving the 2% defence spending that NATO has been
demanding in recent years is more complex than it seems. The problem lies not in the
budget increase itself, but in the fact that because the European Union does not have a
consolidated defence industry, it is dependent on American arms purchases.
Furthermore, Piqué pointed out that the combined defence budgets of European
countries are four times that of Russia, and almost equal to that of China.
Unfortunately, this magnitude is not perceived externally, due to the tightness —and
sometimes incompatibility— of our national defence systems. Making progress in this
pooling involves increasing interoperability between the different defence systems that
make up Europe. Despite the positive projects and examples we have seen in the last
decade in the European Union, such as PESCO and the Defence Fund, "it is not a
question of more spending, but of better spending". And for this to happen, it is
essential to develop a European defence industry that is also compatible with the
consolidated systems of the Atlantic Alliance.
Conclusions of the foreign policy conference
After the extraordinary dialogue between former ministers Josep Piqué and Arancha
González Laya, moderated by Fernando Maura, a colloquium took place to conclude
the series of conferences between former Prime Minister of Spain José María Aznar,
and Florentino Portero. This brief dialogue brought together the most important ideas
of both sessions on foreign policy, highlighting what should be the keys to Spain's
foreign strategy.
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● We are witnessing a change of era. Our geopolitical, global and digital
environment is evolving at a frenetic pace, and we find ourselves in a multipolar
world in which the world powers of the Security Council still play a crucial role,
but in which regional powers also have global aspirations, as demonstrated by
Turkey and Saudi Arabia. Spain must recognise this context and develop a
strong bilateral presence in international relations, not only limited to the
framework of the institutions to which we belong (NATO, European Union).
● The European Union is the primary area of Spanish foreign policy. The European
Union is in a moment of crisis in which Spain must play a role in contributing to
the future of the European project. The discontinuity in the United States'
foreign policy confronts the European Union —and by extension Spain— with
the need to continue strengthening the NATO project and at the same time
develop a true European strategic autonomy, since the Atlantic axis is not the
priority for the great power.
● The next priorities for Spanish foreign policy are Latin America and the southern
neighbourhood around the Mediterranean. Our historical and geographical
relations with both regions allow Spain to be a leader in the development of
European policy in Latin America and North Africa.
● It is not possible to conduct a foreign policy without internal cohesion.
Domestic and foreign policy are two sides of the same coin, and international
credibility depends to a large extent on foreign policy not being exposed to
political ups and downs. Foreign policy must be a State policy, with continuity
and evolution over time.

__
Authors:
Beatriz de León Cobo, technical coordinator of the conference on Spanish foreign policy.
Researcher at the International Security Centre of the Francisco de Vitoria University.
Patricia Moreno Fernández, researcher on security, terrorism and armed conflict.

This article has received a grant for the study, analysis and implementation of Spanish foreign policy priorities from
the Secretariat of State for Global Spain of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, European Union and Cooperation.

9

Análisis 27 / 2021

