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When the Popular Party (PP) won the elections in March 1996, the Eastern enlargement was 
still an equation full of unknown factors: How many countries? How to negotiate? What budget? 
To what extent should the Union be reformed previously? And, of course, When? Nevertheless, 
eight years later, at the moment when Prime Minister José Maria Aznar concludes his second 
legislature, the enlargement process hails at a point of culmination as ten new member states 
will incorporate themselves 1 May 2004. This paper will explore what the position of the Spanish 
government has been, throughout this process of finding the unknown factors, by putting two of 
the most recurrent criticisms to the Spanish government’s policy towards enlargement to the 
test. The first, proceeding from some member states and candidate countries, is that the 
Spanish position has tried to hinder the enlargement. The second, coming from the main 
Spanish opposition parties, has been the lack of strategy of the conservative government to 
develop closer relations between Spain and the candidate countries. 
 
1. Has the Spanish position been a hindering factor in the process of enlargement? Taking into 
account that in the Spanish case the possible costs/inconveniences of enlargement seem to be 
bigger than the foreseeable benefits/opportunities, an affirmative answer to this question might 
be expected. Clearly, there are some areas in which the material and political interests of Spain 
compete directly with those of the candidate countries. An illustrative example of such 
competition is the distribution of Communitarian structural and cohesion funds. Another 
recurring example is the fact that the Eastern enlargement seems to imply a shift of EU’s 
geopolitical interest towards the east, and thus, away from the Spanish priority of the 
Mediterranean. Moreover, although the enlargement may also entail in general some benefits 
for all EU countries, Spain is one of the member states that would gain the least from the 
coming accession, bearing in mind that the CEECs have never figured among the Spanish 
economic nor geopolitical priorities. 
 
These facts notwithstanding, the governments of Aznar have favoured enlargement. So much 
so that, neither the Spanish Government, nor the main opposition parties, have emitted any 
declaration against the enlargement in the period sparring the years since 1996. On the 
contrary, from the official speeches it is possible to grasp two main arguments to justify this 
support. The first is a feeling of solidarity with CEECs, in the sense that Spain has a particular 
sensibility towards these countries that, as Spain itself did in the past, look for a place in the EU 
as a way to consolidate their economic progress and democratic stability1. Whether this is 
simply a rhetorical argument or not, this feeling of solidarity towards the eastern candidates is 
widely held in the Spanish public opinion: Spanish citizens have always appeared among the 
most favourable to the Eastern enlargement despite being aware of its possible costs for Spain, 
whereas paradoxically, in the case of the fourth enlargement towards Scandinavia and Austria -
all of them net contributors to the Community budget- the Spanish public opinion was the least 
favourable in EU2. The second argument claimed by the government to justify its support to the 
enlargement, although in a more timid and belated way, has been that it offers great 
opportunities for business and the creation of new political links, thus demythologizing the idea 

                                                 
1 Speech by José María Aznar, Diario de Sesiones del Congreso de los Diputados (Plenary), 17  
December 1997, number 127, p. 6660. 
2 Spanish support to the northern enlargement was 70% while the community average was 79% (Barbé, 
2000). In contrast, the support to the enlargement in the East, in autumn 2003, was 62% in Spain versus 
47% of community average (Eurobarometer 60). 
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of enlargement as a threat for Spain. Therefore, in 1999 the government even qualified the 
enlargement as "strategic interest" for the country3. 
 
These arguments of solidarity and strategic interest, however, are only fully understood when 
considered in the context of the Luxembourg European Council (December 1997), when the 
enlargement seemed beyond the point of return. Thus, in view of the inevitability of the events, 
the conservative government chose to adopt a positive stance towards enlargement and focus 
on influencing the process in the most convenient direction for Spain. The enlargement model 
defended by Aznar's cabinet, in line with that already traced by socialists, has been the "regatta" 
option, that is to say, an inclusive approach (to open negotiations with all candidates at the 
same time), but differentiated (accession depending on the candidates readiness). The 
explanation for why this model was opted for is that the Spanish interest never forced it to 
choose among candidates for economic or security reasons, like countries such as Germany, 
Finland or Austria. Rather, in contrast, Spain has only attempted to maintain its position in the 
EU (Barbé, 2001). That is to say, when negotiating reforms in the light of the enlargement, the 
Spanish government has jostled with other Member States, mainly Germany, to defend its 
position in the enlarged EU. The three main Spanish battle fronts linked to the enlargement 
have been, in first place, to ensure that the community budget for 2000-2006 was increased 
above the 1,27% established by the Agenda 2000; Spain wanted a guarantee that enlargement 
was not to be financed at the expense of the net recipient member states. Once this possibility 
was ruled out after hard negotiations at the Berlin European Council of March 1999, the second 
battle front for the Spanish government consisted in negotiating a soft transition in the 
withdrawal of some of the community funds after the enlargement, insisting on the so-called 
"statistical effect", that is to say, Spain would not be richer because other poorer countries 
entered the Union. Finally, the Spanish government has also fought to obtain a status of 
"medium-big sized" in the institutions of the enlarged Union, a struggle that is still on-going due 
to the Spanish government’s determination to maintain the distribution of power agreed by the 
Nice European Council of 2000. 
 
But despite these attempts to influence the enlargement process, it would not be fair to state 
that the conservative Spanish government has been a hindering factor to the development of 
enlargement negotiations. On the contrary, for example during the Spanish EU presidency (first 
semester of 2002), Spain managed to give an important impulse to the negotiations and did its 
best to close all the technical aspects that it could in order to respect the negotiating calendar; 
in fact, the lack of progress in the political questions was due to the reluctance from Germany to 
talk about the delicate budgetary issues before its parliamentary elections, rather than any 
Spanish shortcomings (Torreblanca, 2002). 
 
Then, why has it been so difficult for the Spanish government to make the defence of its 
national interest compatible with a visible alignment in favour of enlargement? Without 
discounting the possible deliberate use of this image by some member states as strategy to 
delegitimize the Spanish demands, we note here that perhaps the main reason is to be found in 
the Aznar’s governments’ European policy, and not for its content, but for its form. That is to 
say, in a context of intergovernmental negotiation every State defends legitimately its national 
interests, but the form of defending it is not a minor issue. In this sense, the pragmatic 
disposition of the President Aznar on alliance policy, his utilitarian discourse and the little pro-
European ambition shown in the successive EU reform processes have given the rest of 
members a motive to exaggerate Spain's image as a selfish partner. In this sense, there has 
been a change relative to the previous socialist government. Although Felipe González also 
fiercely battled questions of national interest, such as the Communitarian funds, his arguments 
were wrapped in a deeply pro-European discourse and his demands were based on the 
argument that the social and economic cohesion was a core principle of the Union (Barbé, 
1999). Although certain incidents, such as the Spanish stance on the Cohesion Funds in 1992, 
would raise criticism from some member states, in general, González's will to be part of the core 
of the European construction and support for the Franco-German axis prevented his credibility 
as a responsible member to be damaged. Thus, paradoxically, Aznar's vision of the European 

                                                 
3 Vigueira, Enrique  "Las negociaciones para la ampliación: la posición española". Boletín Económico del 
ICE, nº 2629, 27 September - 3 October 1999, p. 24. 
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policy as a game in which "it is not a matter of being alone, or being accompanied, but of 
defending the interests of Spain"4 has ended up by rendering such a legitimate defence of 
national interests much more difficult. 
 
 
 
2. To what extent has the strategy of the conservative governments managed to narrow links 
between Spain and the Eastern enlargement candidates?. According to the opposition parties, 
the answer to this question in 2002 was that "when we talk about the relations with the 
candidate countries shortages are paramount. The feeling of being very far in economic, 
technological, social, cultural, political, military and legal relations with countries that within 
shortly are going to be full members of the EU is really surprising"5. The government, however, 
despite recognizing that the level of relations with the candidates is still far from achieving its full 
potential, has preferred to see the “glass half-full”, claiming its policies to have obtained very 
positive results, especially if one considers that the point of departure was a situation where 
hispano-CEEC relations were virtually inexistent. 
 
The main concern of the first Aznar's government in relation to the enlargement countries 
undoubtedly was to increase the economic presence of Spain in this area. With this aim, 
already in 1998 the government commissioned the Secretaría de Estado de Comercio y 
Turismo to elaborate an Enlargement Plan (Plan Ampliación), which has become considered as 
an "offensive strategy of opening of markets and creating a two-way flow by eliminating the 
obstacles to Spanish exports to these countries, and of promoting trade and invests"6. This Plan 
has produced both positive and negative outcomes. On the positive side, the most favourably 
viewed result is the increase of trade flows. The CEECs have become the area where the 
Spanish exports have increased the most since 1999 (30%), so that nowadays commerce with 
this area represents more than 4% of the total Spanish world sales. However, on the negative 
side, at commercial level, the government itself recognizes that there is still a long way to run, 
taking into account that the Spanish average market share in the candidate countries continues 
to be one of the smallest in the Union7. The same holds true for investments, where "the 
Spanish companies are situated in a scandalously low position in the ranking, with only 1,1% of 
the total" of the invest in the east8. Thus, in spite of the relative increase of the Spanish 
presence in the eastern candidates, the government has been criticised for "having played its 
cards badly or even worse, having discarded the card game"9, for having "thrown the towel in"10 
or for being "out of the game"11, especially with reference to Romania and Bulgaria where the 
business opportunities are still notorious. 
 
The lack of impetus of the Spanish policy towards the Eastern candidates is all the more 
important in the political domain, where the measures taken by the government have been late 
and have lagged behind the Enlargement Plan. The case of the Eastern policy towards the 
CEECs is thus a further example of the “economization” that has characterized the general 
design of the foreign policy during the Aznar's term. In this sense, it was not until in 2001 that 
the Secretaría de Estado de Asuntos Europeos elaborated a Framework Plan (Plan Marco) in 
the spirit of reinforcing the bilateral relations with the candidate countries in all dimensions, in 

                                                 
4 Speech by José María Aznar, op.cit, p. 6688. 
5 Speech by Ignasi Guardans, Diario de Sesiones del Congreso de los Diputados, (Foreign Affairs 
Committee), 12 February 2002, number 413. 
6 Secretaría de Estado de Comercio y Turismo. Plan Ampliación. Actualización 2000-2001, p.4. Up to now, 
3 Enlargement Plans, the first in 1999 and its subsequent updates for 2000-2001 and 2002-2004, have 
been elaborated. 
7 Subdirección General de Estudios del Sector Exterior. "La posición comercial española en los países 
candidatos". Boletín Económico del ICE, nº 2744,  21- 27 October 2002, p. 3. 
8 Martín, Carmela;  Herce, José A.; Sosevilla-Rivero, Simón y Velázquez, Francisco (2002), La Ampliación 
de la Unión Europea: efectos sobre la economía española. Servicio de Estudios de La Caixa. Cited in "La 
competencia para España de los países de la ampliación" El Exportador Digital nº 59, December 2002. 
<http://www.el-exportador.com> 
9 Cases, J.I; Ruiz, F.J. "¿Qué ampliación beneficia a España?" El País, 16 April 2003. 
10 Ignasi Guardans’s speech, op. cit, p. 13415. 
11 "España está fuera del tablero", El País, 23 November 2003. 
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particular political links, as well as defence and safety matters and justice and home affairs12. 
This new more integrated approach has had a quantitative reflection during the second 
legislature (intensification of the official visits13, increase of the institutions representing Spain 
abroad14, increase of the number of bilateral agreements, etc.), but, also qualitative. In the latter 
case, the imminent entry of the new member states has placed at the fore the need "to create 
networks of common interests and to encourage the convergence of points of view on the great 
matters of the EU to guarantee a future harmonization and defence of mutual interests"15. The 
most self-evident examples of this Spanish search of new alliances and complicities are the 
initiatives such as the "Letter of the Eight" in relation to the transatlantic link, in which Poland, 
the Czech Republic and Hungary appear as signatories; the Hispano-Polish agreement to 
defend the institutional chapter of the Nice Treaty; or even more recently, the so-called "Letter 
of the Six", in which Estonia and Poland joined the Spanish and other member's claim for a 
strict application of the Stability Pact. 
 
Certainly, with the Enlargement Plan and the Framework Plan, the government established for 
the first time an integrated strategy to guide Spain's relations with the candidate countries. 
Throughout the two last legislatures the lack of links with the countries of this area, practically 
non-existent until then, has started to be straightened out. Likewise, it is also worth noting that, 
to some extent, the poor increase of the relations is attributable to the little interest of the 
Spanish business community itself (for instance, the difficult eastern languages are often 
considered as an important barrier), and not to the government's lack of efforts to promote 
Spanish business in the East. But the pros do not mean that there are no cons. In this sense, 
the lack of an integrated strategy has been the reason for the Spanish performance being late, 
little systematized and short of confidence, which implies the missing of numerous opportunities 
in terms of business and new political and cultural influence areas. 
 
Picking up the questions raised in this analysis, one can point out, firstly, that despite the 
challenges and risks that enlargement entails for the Spanish interests, Spain has been one of 
the countries of the Union where there has been notable consensus among the main political 
parties to support the process. However, the Spanish Government has been lacking in skills –or 
will— to defend its national interests, while at the same time, avoiding being perceived as 
against enlargement.  In this sense, one might infer that, in a highly normative context such as 
the EU, the formal aspects (discourse, alliances) are essential to legitimize one’s own 
preferences and behaviour as well as to prevent one’s own credibility as a responsible member 
before the other member states and the candidate countries from suffering damage. 
 
Secondly, with regard to the Spanish strategy towards the accession countries, we conclude 
that, in spite of relative progress in Spanish-candidates relations, the level of interaction with the 
members-to-be is still very low relative to the other member states. The essentially economic 
approach has been to the detriment of the establishment of political-institutional bases for the 
creation of common interests with the candidate countries. Developing such common interests 
with the new members will be all the more essential in order for Spain to keep its status in the 
enlarged EU. Spain needs to seek replacement for its depleted alliances with the current 
members −specially now that new modes of community coexistence seem to proliferate, 
whether in form of groups of letter signatories or new directorate attempts, axis or triangles. 

                                                 
12 Secretaría de Estado de Asuntos Exteriores. Plan Marco de los países candidatos a la Unión Europea, 
2001-2004. 
13 From 1999, the José Maria Aznar has carried out between 4 and 10 visits to the enlargement countries 
as a group. Likewise, the number of visits of the Heads of State and of government of the candidate 
countries has also increased (for example, 25 visits in 2002). Monografías de la OID, Spanish Foreign 
Affairs Ministry website <http://www.mae.es/>  
14 New embassies in Slovakia, Slovenia and Cyprus (at the present, the three Baltic countries and Malta 
remain without embassy), new commercial and tourism offices, or new Aulas del Instituto Cervantes in 
different universities of the CEECs. 
15 Speech by Ramón De Miguel, Diario de Sesiones del Congreso de los Diputados (Foreign Affairs 
Committee), 12 February 2002, number 413, p. 13411. 
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