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AN OVERVIEW OF THE ROLE OF SPAIN IN NATO

Patricia Moreno Fernández

Spain in NATO

While the North Atlantic Treaty Organization celebrated its 70th anniversary last 2019, Spain has only
been a member of the Alliance for 38 of those years. Despite a seemingly shorter trajectory if we
compare it to other older Allies, Spain has always demonstrated its commitment and solidarity
towards the Organization and its peer members. The country became NATO’s 16th member in 1982,
and in 1986 held a referendum on its permanence in the Organization that resulted in a positive
response from the Spanish population. Spain then began to participate in NATO committees and
working groups, although it did not join the Integrated Military Structure until 1999, while the
Spanish Javier Solana was Secretary General to the Alliance.

Spanish foreign policy highly relies on the collective security umbrella of NATO. However, the country
has been called out for being far from meeting the famous “NATO 2% guideline” with only 0.9% of its
GDP designated to Defence expenditures. In relative terms, Spain devoted $13 million to NATO’s
defence expenditures and 121,000 military personnel as of 2019, which actually translates into being
the 8th and 7th largest contributor respectively in each category. Spain also provides NATO with
permanent access to the General Headquarters of the Counter-Improvised Explosives Device Centre
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of Excellence (Madrid) and the Rapid Deployable Corps (Valencia); and one of the two Combined Air
Operations Centre (CAOC) of the New Command Structure is located in the Torrejón military base of
Madrid.

Image 1. Spanish troops distributing school supplies in Pakistan, in the first
Spanish-led NATO humanitarian mission. Source: Ministerio de Asuntos Exteriores

Since its accession and as a fully-fledged Mediterranean country, Spain has shown particular interest
in NATO’s Southern Flank. With regards to the Eastern Flank, it participates in the Enhanced Forward
Presence Canadian-led multinational battalion in Latvia (Warsaw Summit, 2016), providing land
resources to the Alliance. Moreover, the country plays an vital role in NATO’s fight against terrorism,
based on prevention rather than reaction before terrorist attacks, and on the establishment of
support partnerships with countries in North Africa and the Middle East as regions where terrorism
has a tremendous impact. Spain is currently involved in a variety of air, sea and land NATO operations
and missions.

Image 2. Spanish King Felipe VI and Minister of Defence Margarita Robles visiting
the Gran Capitán military base in Iraq (fight against ISIS). Source: Casa Real
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Among these NATO international missions we can highlight the Spanish participation in NATO’s
Standing Naval Forces, the Air-Policing Mission in the Baltic Sea, or Operation Sea Guardian against
terrorism in the Mediterranean. Within the framework of the Global Coalition against ISIS, Spain also
helps in the Resolute Support Operations for the training of Iraqi and Afghan military forces, to avoid
a comeback of the terrorist organization and promote the reconstruction of the country, respectively.
We can thus observe how Spanish willingness to enhance and protect global security and peace has
translated into operative efforts along with Transatlantic Allies for almost four decades now.
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