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AFRICA AS A PRIORITY SPACE FOR THE SPANISH DEFENSE POLICY 

Abstract: 

Africa is a priority not only for Spain but also for the European Union. This was stated in the National 

Defense Directive and in the National Security Strategy. These are the core documents of the Spanish 

Defense Policy. Spain is actively involved in peacekeeping missions in Africa under the umbrella of 

the European Union and is committed to global security and stability. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Over the last few years, Spain has been committed to the defense of global security and 

stability. Its contribution has been marked by a clear involvement with the United Nations 

Security Council resolutions related to dispute settlement. At the same time, it has been 

developing close relationships of friendship and cooperation with its neighbors from the 

Mediterranean basin.  

The 2012 National Defense Directive and the 2013 National Security Strategy are key 

documents of the Spanish defense and security policy.1 In both papers Africa is rightly given 

a prominent place, due to the rapid and recent changes in the international geopolitical 

context.2 

 

MAIN LINES OF ACTION OF THE SPANISH DEFENSE POLICY 

The Western Mediterranean has always received special attention from Spain. Our 

geographical location, between two shores, has made of Spain a border country and a key 

gateway to Europe from the African continent. For this reason, Spain has played and 

currently plays a major role in those initiatives aimed at developing cooperation policies 

between Europe and the rest of the countries from the Mediterranean Basin. Nowadays, our 

country is an important actor in the remarkable work to raise awareness in our partners and 

allies in order to face the security challenges that coastal nations are currently confronting. 

At the initiative of Spain, and thanks to its persistence in emphasizing that stability in the 

region is an important issue that should be taken into account, the Mediterranean has not 

been set aside in relation to other priorities, like Central or Eastern Europe.  

In the sensitive and changing international scene, the Spanish foreign and defense policy is 

combining intense bilateral relations with countries from the region through a "Defense 

Diplomacy", while at the same time, is promoting favorable actions in its dimension as a 

regional entity. In this sense, Spain is orienting its external action towards the Western 

Mediterranean. It is also becoming a solid example within the region and is participating by 

lending its support to multilateral cooperation measures, such as those implemented in the 

European Union and NATO. 

 

                                                           
1
 Downloadable in 2013_EstrategiaSeguridadNacional-2013_MLI.pdf. 

An analysis of the document in http://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/docs_analisis/2013/DIEEEA34 
2
 Downloadable in http://www.lamoncloa.gob.es/NR/rdonlyres/0BB61AA9-97E5-46DA-A53E-

DB7F24D5887D/0/Seguridad_1406connavegacionfinalaccesiblebpdf.pdf  
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The 5+5 Defense Initiative is framed in this context. It was formed in December 2004 under 

the auspices of the defense ministers from Spain, France, Italy, Malta and Portugal, on the 

one hand, and Algeria, Morocco, Libya, Mauritania and Tunisia. This year marks the 10th 

anniversary of this initiative under the presidency of Spain.  

The 2012 National Defense Directive is the document that lays down the broad lines of the 

Spanish defense policy. This directive notes that Spain shall count on a responsible and 

plausible defense policy in order to face potential threats: a policy that deters and allows our 

country to respond to actions that jeopardize our security. At the same time, this defense 

policy should allow us to be a reliable member in international organizations of security and 

defense. That policy document also highlights the co-responsibility our country in the 

strengthening of a safe space and urges not to overlook surveillance, prevention and action 

when it comes to controlling endemic evils, as those projected from the Sub-Saharan Africa. 

Or those incidents of maritime piracy in the Gulf of Guinea, whose effects extend from the 

Eastern coast to Northern Africa and even to Spain.  

A year later, the Spanish government passed the 2013 National Security Strategy on the 

basis of a broad political consensus. This document is vital to understand the Spanish 

position in the world strategic outlook. And once again, in this area, the need to strengthen 

our cooperation with northern African countries and especially with those from the Sahel 

region is of special importance. Peace, stability and prosperity in the southern shore of the 

Mediterranean are priority and paramount issues to National Security and also to the 

European Union as a whole. 

Indeed, the 2013 National Security Strategy determines the role of Spain in a globalized, 

highly competitive and continuously evolving world that poses important risks and threats. 

But, at the same time, this world offers great opportunities for an open, advanced and 

educated society like Spain’s. For this reason, along with our consolidated European 

ambition, Spain considers the Mediterranean and Africa as priority regions in our security 

and defense policy and it advocates a democratic and stable Mediterranean region, taking 

higher levels of development as the best guarantee for shared security with all the countries 

from the region.  

As evidence of its degree of involvement with the European Union policy, Spain has taken 

part, and still does, in international support initiatives in order to overcome the levels of 

extreme poverty and underdevelopment that afflict some countries in these regions. In a 

continuously evolving strategic environment, it becomes desirable to contribute to the 

democratic transformation of countries in order to avoid exclusion of certain social groups or 

the use of violence in order to obtain political advantages. This cooperation, which is able to 

and must improve its strength, also contributes to Spain's own interests. In this way, the 

Maghreb is of special interest for our country and, in cooperation with the countries from 
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the region, we should respond to common political challenges for both shores: impetus for 

the rule of law, economic development and social cohesion. Equally important are also the 

consolidation of inclusive economic models, the stabilization of energy supplies and the 

regulation of migratory flows. 

In some countries in the Sub-Saharan Africa economic development offers an opportunity 

and hope: the possibility to join the world economy and to overcome poverty and 

underdevelopment. However, the pressing issues of stability and unresolved conflicts, along 

with extreme poverty, keep devastating important regions in a vulnerable continent. These 

issues portray an image of constant conflict and weakness to the front pages of international 

newspapers. 

The vast expanse of the Sahel and the weakness of its States are turning the region into a 

fertile ground for inter-ethnic conflicts, proliferation of criminal networks and terrorist and 

jihadist groups. In the strip that extends from the Sahel to the Horn of Africa illicit trafficking, 

ethnic conflicts, terrorism, failed states, underdevelopment and ideological extremisms 

come together. 

The environmental aspects deserve special mention: Africa is the most vulnerable continent 

to the evil consequences of climate change. Environmental factors are already producing 

massive population displacements and conflicts related to water scarcity and resource 

exploitation. 

 

SPAIN AND ITS INVOLVEMENT IN PEACE MISSIONS IN AFRICA 

Since 2003, the European Council has approved fifteen civil and military missions in eight 

different African nations (compared to seven in Asia and six in Europe). The first of these 

missions was the Operation Artemis in the Democratic Republic of Congo, aimed to 

guarantee security during the electoral process. After that, the missions in Libya, Mali, Niger, 

Democratic Republic of Congo, Somalia and South Sudan, along with the one in the Central 

African Republic, are framed in the context of the European strategies for Africa, both in the 

2007 Joint Strategy and in the 2011 specific Strategies for the Horn of Africa and the Sahel. 

The most recent initiative is the one that Spain is leading in the Central African Republic. 

According to the EU deployed mission (Eufor-RCA) was aimed at restoring peace and tackling 

the humanitarian crisis, a contingent comprised of 50 military personnel from the special 

operation forces and 25 members of the Spanish Guardia Civil have moved to Bangui, the 

country's capital. These forces will join other 50 troops that have been supporting the 

French operation since January through equipment shipments from the neighboring Gabon 

and will remain there for an initial period of six months. 
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The involvement of the Spanish government is being reinforced by the tour that the Minister 

of Defense is making to visit the military detachments deployed in the peace missions in the 

African continent. The tour commenced on Sunday 22th June in Bangui, from where the 

Minister of Defense moved to Gabon. The tour has continued in Mali, Senegal and will 

conclude in Cape Verde, where the Minister of Defense will visit a hospital that the Spanish 

government donated to that country. 

 

THE SEA AS A STRATEGIC SPACE 

Another of the spaces that the National Security Strategy considers of high risk of 

vulnerability is the maritime space: one of the main sources of instability. In this space, risks 

and threats to security could spread relatively easily and quickly. The increase of human 

activity in the sea and the lower regulation of this scene make of the sea a unique strategic 

asset for Spain. Nowadays, close to ninety percent of our imports and over seventy percent 

of our exports are carried by sea. Maritime security is also vital in order to guarantee energy 

supply, as we receive a great part of our resources, gas and oil, through maritime transport. 

Preserving freedom of shipping and guaranteeing the constant functioning of land-based 

infrastructures is fundamental for its direct repercussion in the economic and energy 

security. 

For all these reasons, Spain has presented the Maritime Security Strategy as a vital part for 

its development and to the strengthening of our national security. The analysis of the set of 

economic, political and social implications that the sea, as an easily accessible space and in 

general terms less regulated and controlled than the airspace or the earth space, has 

deserved a distinguished chapter in the Spanish defense policy. 34 

In conclusion, as pointed out by the minister Morenés before the Senate at the end of 2014, 

once again «the personal risk that we take (...) and specially in today's economic situation, 

only makes sense if we are certain that the work we are carrying out abroad is vital for the 

collective task for global peace and security, shared with our partners and allies, and also for 

the defense of the well-being and the interests of Spain». 

 

María José Izquierdo Alberca 
IEEE Analyst 

                                                           
3
 For an analysis of the National Maritime Security Strategy see 

http://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/docs_analisis/2013/DIEEEA66-
2013_EstrategiaSeguridadMaritimaNacional_IJGS.pdf 
4
 Document downloadable in http://www.mpr.gob.es/NR/rdonlyres/6F45B028-29F6-4862-A7B7-

3B04C2AD0247/255435/20131333_completo_05dic13_1130h.pdf 


