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Post-franco Spain has found another element which marks its return to international 
society as a democratic country in terms of its participation in crisis management1. 
Successive Spanish governments have led Spain to full participation in U.N. peace 
missions, focusing their efforts on geographic areas that have traditionally been area of 
interest in Spanish foreign policy. At the same time, Spain has consolidated its position 
as a European member state and active participant in the process of integration. The 
convergence of these two courses of action has taken place concurrently with the 
development of European Security and Defence Policy and the EU’s undertaking of crisis 
management operations in all phases of a conflict.  
 
This article specifically deals with the Spanish contribution to such operations within the 
framework of recent governments: the government of José María Aznar and the current 
socialist government. The object of this article is to evaluate the continuity or level of 
change between both periods, with a special emphasis on the last four years.  
 
 
The government of Aznar in the development of ESDP 
 
The successive governments of Aznar coincided with the genesis and development of 
European Security and Defence Policy. Since 1998 and the French – British Declaration 
of Saint Maló and successive councils in Cologne, Helsinki and Feira, the EU has 
increased its capacity to assume what have come to be known as “Petersburg” 
operations. The defence policies of Aznar in this period were characterised by the 
publication of two important strategic documents, the Defence White Paper (2000) and 
the Strategic Defence Revision (2003). In these, the Spanish commitment to 
development of EU autonomous response capacity is mentioned as well as the 
possibility of undertaking crisis management operations2. In fact, this was one of the 
few points of agreement between the Spanish political parties, although they were then 
and continue to be divided today, on the issues of the development of NATO operations3 
and ad hoc coalitions, as demonstrated by the controversy surrounding the invasion of 
Iraq.  
 
On the other hand, in the Strategic Revision, Spain supported increasing “Petersburg” 
operations in order to aid multinational operations in the "fight against foreign 
terrorism"4, a position which transferred to the organised debates in the European 
Convention (Miralles, 2004). The final aspect of this plan is its complete rejection of the 
need for the existence of permanent joint rapid reaction force and the need for the 
ESDP to establish its own profile based on new alliances outside the nucleus of the 
policies formed by Germany, France and Britain. On the one hand, Aznar vehemently 
defended the need to maintain a strong link between European defence policy and 
NATO, with mutually reinforcing structures (the European Defence Identity in the 
Atlantic Alliance and a NATO which are fully active in the mechanisms of consultation 
and decision making of the ESDP).  
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During these debates, the EU initiated the first civil operations (operation EUPM in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina and operation Próxima in FYROM) and the first military ones 
(operation Concordia in FYROM and Artemis in DRC). As a consequence of his position in 
favour of capacity for EU crisis management in balance with Atlantic commitments, the 
Aznar government decided for the participation of Spain in military operations in the 
Balkans: the Concordia operation in FYROM5 and the EUFOR-Althea in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina (although this was initiated when the socialist government had taken 
power in December of 2004), both were undertaken in the framework of the Berlin Plus 
agreement. Shortly thereafter, the Aznar government drastically changed Spanish 
defence policy, when Iraq was invaded.  
 
 
The socialist government and the operational development of the ESDP 
 
The defence policy of the Zapatero government was marked by the consequences of the 
invasion of Iraq and the withdrawal of troops, as well as the approval of the National 
Defence Law6. These two inter-related facts became part of the debate on Spanish 
participation in foreign operation as their legitimacy.  
 
On this note, the participation of Spain in multinational crisis management operations 
has had repercussions with the socialist government in terms of the classic triad of 
contemporary Spanish foreign policy: operation in the framework of the U.N., NATO and 
the EU. Relative to the issues which this article deals with: participation in ESDP 
operations, these continue to be “top priority” for Spanish defence policy7. This is not 
surprising; although disagreements between the parties concerning Spanish 
participation in Iraq and Afghanistan have arisen8, participation in European operations 
in the last conservative legislature as well as the current socialist one have been an 
area in which the Spanish political parties have been able to reach consensus9.  
 
As far as the objectives of the operations are concerned, the current government has 
shown that it supports these types of operations, operations involving military 
assistance in cases of natural disasters, advancing the idea of the armed forces as an 
actor in humanitarian operations. This option has validated the criticisms of the left-
wing PSOE party, but also those of civil society sectors10. Faced with these criticisms, 
José Bono, the Minister of Defence countered: “Why does the army have to be excluded 
from humanitarian missions?” and “it is not extravagant to say that people who support 
the armed forces would like it if people could identify their work in humanitarian 
missions with that of the NGOs”11. On the other hand, the current executive body has 
decided to look at it the fight against terrorism in terms of police cooperation and not so 
much as an objective of an ESDP operation.  
 
As far as being able to undertake EU operation is concerned, Spain has demonstrated its 
willingness to develop military capacity on a European level (in a civil capacity not as 
much, as stated previously). This is authorised in the National Defence Directive 1/04 
(which continues from the directive of 2000, with the same objectives) and the 
Strategic Defence Revision process which was undertaken by the Partido Popular12. 
Spain proposed to the Military Capability Commitment Conference in November of 2004 
that it lead and/or participate in three groups or battalions: one is based on an Spanish-
Italian amphibious force with Greek Portuguese participation which had already existed; 
another battalion is led by Spain with German and French participation and went into 
full operation in November of 200713 and lastly, Spain is participating concurrently in 
the German-French battle group. Within the framework of the battle group, Spain also 
initiated Eurogenfor, a group made up of military police from Spain, France, Italy, 



Esther Barbé (Coord.) Spain in Europe 2004-2008, Monograph on the Committee on European Foreign 
Policy, num.4 February 2008, Bellaterra (Barcelona):University Institute for European Studies 

 

  3 

Portugal and the Netherlands which has offered to undertake operations not only for the 
EU, but for NATO, the OSCE and the U.N.14. Returning to the battle groups, the socialist 
government has tried to model its participation with the idea of 'tactical grouping', or 
reduced battle groups made with fewer contributing states, a model that Spain has 
defended since the proposal to create a model for European military cooperation. The 
Minister of Defence, José Bono, commented with a hint of sarcasm that the idea of 
multinational groups was an idea that was “… more poetic” and that Spain’s view of the 
subject would be a reduced version, more operative and less cumbersome, but "... each 
one weighs what it weighs" referring to the scant presence of Spain in the ESDP15. This 
reduced participation stems from the small size of Spain’s military compared to the rest 
of the European countries in terms of defence budgeting. It also stems from Spain's 
“opt-out” policy for certain matters, such as Spain not participating at the beginning of 
the European military equipment market due to a lack of national funds (Barbé y 
Mestres, 2007), a critical element in the ESDP since the distribution of the military of 
the military industrial complex is fundamental for the distribution of power.  
 
 
Spanish participation in ESDP operations and the old paradigm of military 
conflict management 
 
Under the government of Zapatero, Spain participated in a total of 11 ESDP 
operations16. As far as military operations are concerned, the star of Spanish 
participation was its contribution to the EUFOR-Althea operation17. Spain intends to 
increase its participation in the operation from 315 soldiers (currently 276), which will 
make Spain the leading contributing nation, even though this participation is occurring 
within the framework of a national strategy of withdrawal. The future position as leading 
contributing nation of the force will coincide with an event considered to “historic” 
according to the Minister of Defence José Antonio Alonso18: the assumption of command 
of the operation, which took place on 4 December 200719.  
 
Also under the socialist government, Spain initiated its participation in European military 
operations in Africa with its contribution to the AMIS II mission in Sudan and EUFOR 
DRC in Congo, although previously it had only participated in the EUPOL Kinshasa 
operation. While the operation was an African Union logistical support and observation 
operation, the EUFOR DRC was an important military operation. For Spain, this is the 
second largest operation in terms of personnel and the EU operation with the most 
risk21. The government justified its participation in this mission stating that “African 
stability (…) is of great value to Europe and Spain (…) The EURFOR DR Congo operation 
and our presence there are very much in line with current Spanish foreign policy” 22.  
 
 
In term of the number of personnel deployed, Spain provided 121 of a total of 1,200 
soldiers in this operation. It turned out to be a risky operation, the Spanish contingent 
made up the main body of the tactical group with one company of rapid reaction 
infantry. In other words, Spain was the country with the most soldiers on Congolese 
soil, in the conflict area, although the operation was under the command of Germany 
and the land was under the control of the French23. With this operation, Spain 
demonstrated its capacity to effectively participate in a military operation outside of the 
borders of the EU, something unheard of before, and which hopefully will provide Spain 
with a greater voice in ESDP, where the stronger countries have traditionally ignored 
Spain. 
 
This operation generated a certain amount of debate in congress, since at least one 
political group, Izquierda Unida abstained from voting on the approval of the operation. 
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The reason for their abstention had to do with, among other things, the legitimacy and 
independence of the Congolese government in term of holding elections with democratic 
guarantees24 and the extremely fragile political situation in the country. The criticisms 
however, did not go unnoticed by the government, who from the very start hesitated to 
participate due to the lack of agreement from the president of the DRC25. 
 
After the risk taken in the Congolese operation, Spain appeared reticent to fully 
participate in the difficult European EUFOR Chad/CAR mission26. Up to now, Spain has 
made logistic contributions such as two transport aircraft, despite pressure from other 
European countries, especially France27. What’s more, Spain has been unusually critical 
of the rest of the Member States, leading it to declare “ (…) we are making a great 
effort in Africa, taking on problems such as illegal immigration and we believe that other 
EU countries should assume their own responsibilities to make Africa viable”28. With 
statements such as this, the ministry provided proof that Spain was willing to support 
an African ESDP monitored by France, but not without compensation in the form of 
security.  
 
In terms of civil operations, the socialist government has maintained a low level of 
political interest in developing civil capacities established by the former government and 
has put the emphasis of its discourse on “Spain’s military ambition”29. For example, in 
the presentation of the Ministry of the Interior’s action programme it is only mentioned 
as an example of international cooperation, of the fight against terrorism, despite the 
fact that Spain has participated in more than one civil operation30, and no mention is 
made of the existing cooperation with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in this arena31. 
 
Despite this discourse and despite the political weight that the government has put on 
the military aspect, it is true that Spain has participated in eight civil operations from a 
position of geographical interest32. Furthermore, in the primary police operation 
undertaken up to now by the European Union, the EUPM operation in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Spain participated with five police forces (January 2008)33. And with 
regard to the Middle East, Spain has contributed to the two security sector reform 
operations in Palestine, EUPOL COPPS and EU BAM Rafah. In all of these operations, 
Spain has contributed personnel from the Guardia Civil and the National Police. Both 
forces regularly participate together in operations, except in missions in which the 
exclusive functions of one or the other is specifically required, such as the case of 
border control duties of the Guardia Civil34. 
 
As for operations in the two Middle-Eastern countries in conflict, Iraq and Afghanistan, 
ESDP missions have included Spanish participation. And, in the EUJUST Lex operation, 
Spain held six training courses for police, penitentiary and legal personnel in 2007 
organised by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in conjunction with the Ministry of the 
Interior35; meanwhile in the case of EUPOL Afghanistan, the government offered up to 
nine people for the purpose of supporting and training Afghan police (national and 
border police) of a total of 195 police officers from the Member States36. 
 
 
Conclusions 
 
As we can see, deployment of ESDP operations has taken place during the recent years 
of the socialist government. Nevertheless, there are several lines of continuity between 
the two governments. In fact, both cabinets stress the need for a capacity for crisis 
management in the Union, while respecting Atlantic commitments. Although the 
conservative government has attempted to place itself among the “big shots" in the 
Union and the socialists have attempted to position themselves in operations as a 
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significant partner, what has happened is that the development of the ESDP has proved 
the lack of political weight that Spain holds in this area. Perhaps that is why the socialist 
government has chosen to actively participate in the development of capacities via 
battle group and in the military operations of the EU. Furthermore, the socialist 
government has continued to commit to an ESDP that provides the EU with crisis 
management capacity, especially in terms of the military angle, putting lesser 
importance on the civil aspect. In the future, whatever the political situation, the 
cabinet will probably ascribe to the growing perception that Spain is strengthening its 
civil profile in terms of crisis management (CITPax, 2006). 
 
Up to now, the socialist government has managed its participation discretely and 
voluntarily, with the exception of its refusal to participate with personnel in the Chad 
operation, which it assessed as a course of action without too many obstacles. However, 
at least one controversial operation can be seen on the horizon: the European operation 
in Kosovo. A good hint of this came from the then Minister of Defence, José Bono, when 
he openly objected to Spanish presence in an independent Kosovo. Although his 
successor has been more cautious on the subject, it is certain that the operation in 
Kosovo will be a difficult decision for Spain in the framework of an ESDP that, in the 
difficult game of the Balkans, will see its coming of age.  
 
 
Notes 
 
1 The author is thankful to the Subdirección General de Cooperación Policial Internacional of the 
Ministry of Interior for his valuable help in this article. 

2 Ministry of Defence, Revisión Estratégica de la Defensa, 13th February 2003. 

3 Izquierda Unida has traditionally claimed that Spain should leave NATO.  

4 Ministry of Defence, Íbid., p.79. 

5 Actually, Spain had a prominent role in this operation. Lieutenant general Bernardo Álvarez del 
Manzano was Major General of a division.   

6 About democratic accountability in this domain, see Anna Herranz’s work in this Monograph. 

7 “Comparecencia del Señor Ministro de Defensa Bono Martínez para informar sobre las líneas 
generales de la política de su departamento. A petición propia”, Diario de Sesiones, Defence 
Commission, VIII Term, num.32, 25th May 2004.  

8 As an example, Izquierda Unida rejects Spain’s participation in NATO and it advocates for a 
European defence development non offensive.  

9 “Comparecencia del Señor Ministro de Defensa Bono Martínez para informar en cumplimiento del 
artículo 18 de la Ley Orgànica de Defensa Nacional, sobre el desarrollo de las operaciones de las 
Fuerzas Armadas en el exterior durante el año 2005, así como sobre el cumplimiento de las 
obligaciones militares derivadas de la pertinencia de Espanya a la Unión Europea y a la OTAN, a 
los efectos previstos en la misma Ley Orgànica. A petición propia”, Defence Commission, VIII 
Term, num.509, 14th March 2006. 

10 See, for example, the Centre d’Estudis de la Pau J.M. Delàs’s work in this sense.  

11 “Comparecencia del Señor Ministro de Defensa Bono Martínez para informar en cumplimiento 
del artículo 18 de la Ley Orgánica de la Defensa Nacional, sobre el desarrollo de las operaciones de 
las Fuerzas Armadas en el exterior durante el año 2005, así como sobre el cumplimiento de las 
obligaciones militares derivadas de la pertenencia de España a la Unión Europea y a la OTAN, a los 
efectos previstos en la misma ley orgánica. A petición propia”, Diario de Sesiones, Defence 
Commission, VIII Term, num.509, 14th March 2006, p.5. 

12 The Directive 1/04 is in line with the traditional guidelines of the Spanish Defence Policy.   

13 The battle group groups 2603 personnel from Spain, Germany, France and Portugal.  
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14 Eurogenfor was officially created on 23rd January 2003. As far as European operations are 
concerned, Eurogendfor has participated in EUFOR Althea in Bosnia under the Integrated Police 
Unit.   

15 “Comparecencia del Señor Ministro de Defensa Bono Martínez para informar sobre las líneas 
generales de la política de su departamento. A petición propia”, Diario de Sesiones, Defence 
Commission, VIII Term, num.32, 25th May 2004, p.31. 

16 Spain takes part in the following military operations: EUFOR-Althea, EUFOR RDC and  
EUFOR/Tchad; and in the following civilian operations: EUPM, Proxima, EUPAT, EUPOL Kinshasa, 
EUPOL COPPS, EU BAM Rafah, EUPOL Afghanistan and EUJUST LEX. Also, Spain has participated in 
the EU support operation to AMIS II in terms of equipment.   

17 Spanish troops have performed different tasks. The main task has been the traditional task of 
any peace operation which is deterrence. Also, the troops have been devoted to information 
gathering, training and rapid deployment tasks. In this latter sense, Spain participated together 
with Poland, Hungary and Turkey in a multinational battalion.  

18 Revista Española de Defensa, num. 236, December 2007, p.6. 

19 Major General Ignacio Martín Villalaín has been nominated as the Commander in Chief of this 
operation.  

20 Nevertheless, Spain participates in the MONUC operation with 2 military observers.  

21 Spanish troops were mainly deployed in  N’Dolo international airport of Kinshasa. 

22 “Solicitud de autorización del Congreso de los Diputados para la participación española en la 
República Democrática del Congo. A petición del gobierno”, Diario de Sesiones, Defence 
Commission, VIII Term, num.590, 30th May 2006, p. 4. 

23 The main contributors to this operation, Germany and France, had their personnel in Gabon.  

24 Actually, the opposition leader was arrested and his political party decided to boycott the 
elections.   

25 “Comparecencia del Señor Ministro de Defensa Bono Martínez para informar en cumplimiento 
del artículo 18 de la Ley Orgánica de Defensa Nacional, sobre el desarrollo de las operaciones de 
las Fuerzas Armadas en el exterior durante el año 2005, así como sobre el cumplimiento de las 
obligaciones militares derivadas de la pertinencia de España a la Unión Europea y a la OTAN, a los 
efectos previstos en la misma Ley Orgánica. A petición propia”, Diario de Sesiones, Defence 
Commission, VIII Term, num. 509, 14th March 2006. 

26 As far as this operation is concerned, Member States have not reached an agreement in order 
to reach a personnel strength up to 5.000.  

27 “Alonso descarta enviar tropas a Darfur pese a la presión de Francia”, El País, 16th October 
2007. 

28 “Entrevista al Ministro de Defensa José Antonio Alonso”, El País, 4th January 2008, p. 16. 

29 “Comparecencia del Señor Ministro de Defensa Bono Martínez para informar sobre la nueva 
Directiva de Defensa Nacional. A petición propia”, Defence Commission, VIII Term, num. 171, 15th 
December 2004. 

30 Actually, Spanish officers have demanded an institutional framework for civilian crisis 
management (CITPax, 2006:8). 

31 The Foreign Affairs Ministry is in charge of deciding the Spanish participation in a civilian 
operation. The evaluation is met by the Ministry of Interior. The new law on defence (Ley de 
Defensa Nacional), however, has created the Council of National Defence in order to increase the 
coordination capacity. 

32 As far as finished operations are concerned, Spain took part on Proxima (12 personnel) and 
EUPAT (1 personnel) in FYROM and in EUPOL Kinshasa (1personnel) in DRC.  
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33 Spain has participated with a maximum of 62 personnel (49 Guardias Civiles and 13 National 
Police). 

34 Information provided by the Subdirección General de Cooperación Policial Internacional of the 
Ministry of Interior. Nevertheless, other sources have pointed out the existence of a competitive 
dynamic between the Guardia Civil and the National Police. Personal interview with a member of 
the National Police, 8th February 2008. 

35 Spain will invest 700.000 Euros in the Iraqi training programme under the EUJUST LEX 
Framework, El País, 27th February 2007. 

36 “Interior envía a Kabul la avanzadilla española de la misión policial de la UE para Afganistán”, El 
País, 21 de agosto de 2007. The EU presence should be coordinated with the rest of international 
organizations and countries. The mission will start on 17th June 2007 with a 3 years term. In this 
operation, Spain will deploy its personnel in the ISAF’s PTR of its charge. The coordinating 
mechanism will be EUPOL. 
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